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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This dissertation follows the historical trajectory of the products of Zimbabwean stone 
sculptors to examine the interplay between international art markets and the agency of the artists 
themselves.  Although this 1960s arts movement gained recognition within global art circuits 
during the colonial era – and greater acclaim following independence – by the turn of the 21st 
century only a few sculptors were able to maintain international success.  Following the 
depreciation on the markets, I ask: (1) for what reasons do international art buyers now devalue 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture after having valorized it in the 1960s-80s?  (2) How do 
Zimbabwean artists react to these vicissitudes of the international art markets?   
 In the first half of the dissertation I examine how the stone sculpture was framed by 
European patrons as a Modernist art that valorized indigenous beliefs in contrast to the 
Rhodesian colonial regime’s oppression.  Following independence in 1980, the movement 
continued to be framed as a link to pre-state carving traditions – solidifying links with “tradition” 
– while the political economic situation in Zimbabwe began to deteriorate by the end of the 
1990s.  The combination of changing political climate and changing market forces led to a 
decline in the fortune of the artists, as international galleries cast the movement as “derivative,” 
by the turn of the 21st century. 
 The downturn in upscale market interest provides a focus in the latter half of the 
dissertation as I ethnographically examine how sculptors have reacted to these circumstances.  
Although some artists distanced themselves from the sculpture “movement” and gained relative 
success, many sculptors rely on travel to South Africa as migrant workers to sell artwork for a 
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pittance to tourists.  By grounding my research in the struggles of artists as they negotiate the 
vicissitudes of international art markets, I assert that historical and political factors constrain the 
efforts of sculptors—illustrating a turn from the colonial Modernist era which highlighted the 
collective identity of oppressed peoples, to a post-independence period in which individual 
achievements are celebrated within the nation-state.  As the governments of both Zimbabwe and 
South Africa threaten singular artists who question the power of the state, my research suggests 
that international art worlds continue to value artwork that threatens the status quo, but now in 
terms of easily sanctioned individuals, while masses of artists are relegated to the margins of the 
neoliberal order. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
After independence, our people were given the opportunity to assert themselves freely and 
openly, expressing the best of their souls.  This was already possible for the artists because the 
plastic images had always existed in them.  If they preceded and accompanied the struggle for 
independence and liberty, it is because the artists are always the precursors of history.  And the 
phenomenon, admired in all the continents of the world, is something like the anthem of our 
freedom, and remains now at the centre of the renaissance of our culture fostered and protected 
and encouraged by our Government.       
Prime Minister Robert Mugabe  
      (As quoted in Mor [1987:5]) 
 
Written less than a decade after Zimbabwe’s independence  in 1980 following a 
protracted fight for liberation from Rhodesian colonial rule,1 Mugabe’s preface to Ferdinando 
Mor’s book, Shona Sculpture, highlighted an art movement that the government promoted 
extensively as rooted in “indigenous creativity,” and that it saw as epitomizing the face of the 
new nation.  Unfortunately, the prosperity of the sculptors themselves changed from the halcyon 
days of the 1980s to the turn of the 21st century, when few artists currently make a living from 
the sculpture, and even fewer are successful in global venues.  As with many Zimbabweans, the 
artisans’ ways of living2 are inextricably tied to the accessibility of income from surrounding 
countries because of international sanctions imposed on Zimbabwe in 2003 due to President 
Mugabe’s human rights abuses (see Chapter 2).3  Ironically, in light of the epigraph quoted 
                                                 
1 The country that is now Zimbabwe was called Rhodesia before independence in 1980.  For the sake of historical 
accuracy, when referring to the pre-independent state, I use “Rhodesia” in the following text. 
 
2 In this dissertation, I use “artist” generically for all creative workers, while I use “artisan” to highlight artists who 
often fashion their artworks in workshops or group settings and generally sell their art in locations that primarily 
target tourists.  Although “artisan” implies a craftsperson (cf. Littrell et al. 1993) and the etymology carries the 
negative connotations of artifice and craftiness (Herzfeld 2004:1), I deliberately use the term as a subset of “artist” 
to highlight the sculptors’ marginalization from high-end art galleries and the requisite greater income. 
 
3 In 2003, Pres. George W. Bush created an executive order that “determined that the actions and policies of certain 
members of the Government of Zimbabwe and other persons to undermine Zimbabwe’s democratic processes or 
institutions, contributing to the deliberate breakdown in the rule of law in Zimbabwe, to politically motivated 
violence and intimidation in that country, and to political and economic instability in the southern African region, 
constitute an unusual and extraordinary threat to the foreign policy of the United States, and I hereby declare a 
national emergency to deal with that threat” (Bush 2003:11,457). 
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above, the Zimbabwean government has also clamped down on the press and on artists’ freedom 
of expression in response to perceived critiques of Mugabe and the ruling party.  
Forced to flee the government’s abuse of power in order to make a living, sculptors now 
travel to their economically more successful neighbor, South Africa, where they sell their 
artwork to tourists.  Yet many artists maintain a migrant status, keeping connections not only 
with their families in Zimbabwe but with the literal bedrock foundation of the nation-state as 
they travel back to the country regularly, sculpting rough ore at home and returning to South 
Africa to sell it in open-air markets.  The artisans’ cross-border movement of transporting stone 
creates an itinerant population of migrant artistic workers.4  Many sculptors explained to me that 
they do not want to bring their families to South Africa because they want their children to grow 
up learning to respect their own culture, and they want to keep their families safe.5  Looking 
back from a place of insecurity as “aliens” in a foreign country, Zimbabwean stone sculptors 
have followed a complicated historical trajectory that includes a variety of tectonic shifts—
geographical, sociological, and economic alike. 
At the center of this fraught terrain lies art.  From a conflicted genesis during the colonial 
era to a celebration of artwork as national heritage at independence (Larkin 2011), Zimbabwean 
stone sculpture finds itself again at the nadir of global art market attention.  In this dissertation I 
follow the stone through its history to answer two main questions: First, what are the reasons that 
international art buyers now devalue Zimbabwean stone sculpture after having valorized it in the 
1960-80s?  Second, how do Zimbabwean artists react to these vicissitudes of the international art 
                                                 
4 In this work, I utilize “migrants” to refer to a population that often travels home, usually at least once a year, with 
no intent to permanently relocate to South Africa.  My use of “immigrant” refers to someone who is trying to gain 
permanent residence (cf. Chavez 1998), or does not have the means to travel back and forth regularly—and in the 
case of Zimbabweans in South Africa, someone who might be trying to gain asylum for political reasons. 
 
5 There are few female sculptors found in Zimbabwe and even fewer in South Africa.  Some sculptors explained the 
dearth of female artists in South Africa as a pragmatic decision that the women are often left to care for the family 
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markets?  In some cases they became successful at the pinnacle of the Zimbabwean stone 
sculpture movement but fell prey to the politics of power, while other artists weathered the 
storms of governmental mismanagement and the collapse of the global economy. 
I address these two questions by using textual and symbolic analyses of art to provide 
insight into the cultural and economic foci of populations as diverse as international art 
consumers, migrant sculptors, and agents of the nation-state.  Inspired by scholars who attend to 
the intersections of culture, power, history, and nature (e.g. Biersack and Greenberg 2006, 
Paulson and Gezon 2005), I followed the social connections of raw stone as it is transported 
across international boundaries due to the market collapse caused by land reform in Zimbabwe.6  
Examining which art forms were considered valuable at particular times during the 50-year 
history of Zimbabwean sculpture allows us to understand purportedly intersecting and collective 
identities – of sculptors and other artists, buyers, collectors, gallery owners, art critics, migrant 
workers, South Africans, and their governments – and how those groups substantiate their power 
in relation to who belongs, and who does not.   
Based on 22 months of participant-observation in Zimbabwe and South Africa, 
complemented by two years of African art gallery visits across the U.S., this dissertation 
interrogates the practices of a braided set of interlocutors – artists, curators, dealers, state 
institutions, and diverse publics – to comprehend the multiple intersections that link art markets 
and people.   
 
 
 
                                                 
6 Scholars have written about contemporary Zimbabwean socio-economics in relation to both land reform 
(Alexander 2006, Moyo and Yeros 2005, Rutherford 2004, Scoones et al. 2011), and the effects of immigrants 
traveling to surrounding countries (Derman and Kaarhus 2013).  
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Why Study Art?  
The expressive and symbolic capital of art provides social scientists with a rich site for 
interpretation of which objects are bought and sold, and this line of inquiry leads directly to 
issues of symbolism and cultural capital (Bourdieu 1984).  Not only does an examination of 
cultural capital provide an understanding of how collectors and buyers value artworks, but the 
commercial decisions made by collectors and buyers have an impact on broader publics—
including thousands of artists trying to survive within diverse markets.  Given the enormous 
implications, then, a major reason to study art is to discover the economic repercussions of 
symbolic capital and the politics of value.   
As an illustration, let us consider the dramatic case of Edvard Munch’s iconic painting, 
“The Scream.”  In 2012, this single canvas sold for $120 million at an auction conducted by 
Sotheby’s, creating a new record for the highest-priced artwork (Michaud 2012).  To put this 
sum into global perspective, we might compare it to some national budgets in the global south.  
For example, this artwork generated more income than the education budgets of 23 different 
countries from 2007 to 2012 (World Bank 2013a, 2013b).7  The buyer of “The Scream,” a New 
York financier named Leon Black, made a decision to spend a significant level of personal 
resources, and the rationale of that person making an economic – and moral – choice can give us 
insight not only into the individual buyer’s finances, but more broadly into a society’s values (for 
more on “moral economies,” see Ferreira 1997; Guyer 2004; Parry and Bloch 1989; Shipton 
                                                 
7 To arrive at this calculation I used the most recent figures that fell under the threshold of the amount of Munch’s 
painting.  Therefore, the artwork was sold for more than the individual year-long education budgets of 23 
countries—including two out of ten countries in the world that have spent the highest percentage of their GDP on 
education (Djibouti and Timor-Leste).  In some countries, their most recent data were higher than the price of the 
painting, but they fell under the threshold within the past six years – and for these I have added the appropriate year.  
They were: Andorra, Antigua and Barbuda, Bhutan, Burundi (2009), Cape Verde, Central African Republic, 
Comoros, Djibouti, Dominica, Gambia, Guyana, Liechtenstein, Liberia, Maldives (2008), Samoa, Sierra Leone, 
Solomon Islands, Saint Kits and Nevis, Saint Lucia, St. Vincent and Grenadines, Timor-Leste, Togo (2008), and 
Vanuatu.  
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2007, 2009).  As this example suggests, market forces frame both products and the identities of 
consumers – and producers alike – in ways that reflect economic and social standings. 
To understand the process of how buyers and patrons shape markets with their 
purchasing, some economic anthropologists have analyzed the impetus to consume by 
considering a series of motivations.  Three of these perspectives highlight why an art collector 
might buy an artwork: when buyers spend exorbitant sums on a piece of art, they are 
economically self-interested (e.g., they wish to invest for a future return); they are attracted to the 
prestige of an item (e.g., the topic holds salience among those in their social networks); or they 
are morally motivated (e.g., they are buying to preserve a historical object).  Often, a mixture of 
these three economic viewpoints leads actors to make their choices (Wilk and Cliggett 2007:46).  
In making an economic transaction, the buyer and seller interact, and, depending on their actions 
or practices, they can shift the domain of discourse to a level of social identity (Ortner 2006:26), 
through discussions about the meaning of artworks. 
Whether a sculptor talks about the artwork as it relates to his “culture” – say, to the spirits 
of his ancestors – or, in contrast, whether the sculptor discusses the political meaning of a given 
sculpture, the motivations of buyers align with a politics of value that might result in a sale.  In 
introducing a volume of essays that explores the sociocultural underpinnings of artworks, Fred 
Myers explains how two specific “regimes of value” often thread themselves through discussions 
of art.  He comments, “In our discussions, we observed two specific regimes of value, one 
delineated in the art/commodity opposition, which we might refer to as a market framing, and the 
other delineated around ethnic and national identity” (2001:31).  Depending on how a sculptor 
discusses an artwork, that piece may find itself within the art/commodity opposition—with the 
commodity or craft being on the less valuable end of spectrum within contemporary art markets.  
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In Zimbabwe, due to historical processes, stone sculpture has had its identity conflated within the 
second regime of value such that ethnic and national identity commingle in a context that is often 
at odds with global avant-garde art circuits.   
Zimbabwean stone sculpture was represented by earlier dealers in the 1960s and ‘70s as 
“Shona sculpture,” springing from the fact that the Shona peoples are the largest ethnic group in 
Zimbabwe and currently account for 82% of the nation’s population (Central Intelligence 
Agency 2009).  However, it should be noted that many sculptors in the country are a mix of 
nationalities due to immigration from Zambia, Malawi, Mozambique, and Angola (Zilberg 
1996).  Despite the resulting ethnic intermarriage of peoples, the stone sculpture movement, as 
documented by early patrons, became associated with a dominant ethnicity and national 
identity—which became a hindrance to later artists, except when tracing origins back to the 
earliest sculptors (see Chapter 2). 
In the milieu of international art markets, the price of an artwork must be built up 
according to a “pedigree” attributed to both the artist and the past owners of a particular piece, 
and often discursively through curated exhibitions.  From the perspective of the actor who seems 
to have the least power, depending on what an artist knows about the markets, and with whom he 
or she is in contact, the social environments of markets and galleries often define the output of a 
particular artist.  Removing either the artwork or the artist from that location results in what 
Appadurai might term “deterritorialization” (Appadurai 2008), as new social milieux redefine 
what the object, or the artist, should accomplish.8   
                                                 
8 Appadurai explains, “Deterritorialization, in general, is one of the central forces of the modern world because it 
brings laboring populations into the lower-class sectors and spaces of the relatively wealthy societies, while 
sometimes creating exaggerated and intensified senses of criticism or attachment to politics in the home state... At 
the same time, deterritorialization creates new markets for film companies, art impresarios, and travel agencies, 
which thrive on the need of the deterritorialized population for contact with its homeland” (2008:55). 
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Following the re-purposing of both people and objects through deterritorialization, we 
can theorize that space, as a geocultural location created and perceived by social actors, imbues 
artworks with a variety of values – economic, historically situated, socially progressive, and so 
on.9  As social actors enter spaces such as galleries, museums, or African art markets, they 
highlight values through the specific presentation of objects and performative activities—
ideologies that become substantiated and reified in particular settings.   
Knowledge is enacted by all participants in the social milieu as habituation to support the 
“truth” of authority (Bourdieu 1992).  Anthropologist, Brigitte Jordan, describes how authority is 
endorsed:  
for any particular domain several knowledge systems exist, some of which, by 
consensus, come to carry more weight than others, either because they explain the 
state of the world better for the purposes at hand (efficacy) or because they are 
associated with a stronger power base (structural superiority), and usually both 
(1997:56).   
Referring to childbirth that occurs in medical settings, Jordan discusses how hospitals – 
with the collusion of doctors, medical staff, pregnant mothers, and their spouses – create 
an environment during the birthing process that “naturalizes” the authority of the 
institution.  Through the monitoring of medical devices, doctors speaking to the staff 
rather than to the patient, and dismissal of the patient’s concerns, authoritative knowledge 
becomes accepted by all involved.  
                                                 
9 I use “geocultural” as a reference to the physical space that a particular site inhabits (geo, as the etymological root 
meaning “earth”), while also highlighting the interconnectedness of social dialogues, debates, and effect on the 
culturally constructed environment.  For a global, political science perspective on geoculture, see Wallerstein 
(2004). 
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Jordan’s analysis of how the space of hospitals, the bearing of the staff, and the 
participation of the patients creates hegemonic social interactions offers parallels with the 
situation of Zimbabwean stone sculpture and international markets.  Galleries and museums 
locate Zimbabwean artworks that have been endorsed over time to hold particular values by 
dealers and gallery owners – who, it is assumed, have the most relevant understanding of 
markets, and whose efforts to create a system of authoritative knowledge dismisses sculptors’ 
concerns and ideas regarding their artwork.  In this way, authority is performed and prescribed – 
effectively disenfranchising alternative knowledge – in geocultural settings that provide a 
starting point for analyzing power dynamics.   
The location of control does not solely reside in galleries and museums.  For example, 
geocultural factors such as where the artwork can be sold force some artists to travel to find 
markets.  When Zimbabwean stone sculptors venture to other countries – most frequently to 
South Africa – they take on the burdens of not just transporting the stones, but also securing 
buyers within very limited social spaces—primarily street markets and less visible galleries (see 
Chapter 5).   In understanding why these spaces generally command far lower prices for the 
artwork than do gallery settings, we can look to how art pieces become “art” and gain value in 
upscale art circles. 
Having referred to “value” up until this point as a reference to economic worth, it is now 
necessary to clarify how an item “gains value.”  How can a four-foot-tall piece of semi-precious 
stone command $35,000 from a consumer?  The inert material does not come close to that value 
in the global market for raw materials, yet along the social life of the object there is a 
transformation.  In a special issue on “value,” Otto and Willerslev (2013) describe how it is 
impossible to find a universal theory of value, as anthropology demonstrates with insistent 
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ethnographic specificity that what is valued, and how it can change drastically, depends on 
context and on the actors present.  When looking at material culture, what can be said with 
certainty is that inert objects (raw stone) transform into things (art sculptures) through a process 
of categorization and inscription (Ingold 2012).   
Indeed, we might say that judgment of an object’s worth is a performative act that ties its 
economic value to its ethical value.  In an extension of Marx’s theory of alienated labor, Lambek 
has recently noted that the objectification of labor on the market – in effect, what creates 
“economic value” – can also be applied to incommensurable activities, such as the creation of 
art.  That is, we cannot compare and calculate the amount of labor or materials that comprise an 
artwork to arrive at an “objective” price for that piece of art because issues of choice and 
judgment cloud the “worth” of an object (Lambek 2013:144).  Despite the personal selections of 
products by consumers, their purchases exist within a context that includes interactions with 
institutions that assert authoritative knowledge about their merchandise.  Bourdieu describes how 
scarcity produces value through “the performative magic of the power of instituting, the power to 
show forth and secure belief or, in a word, to impose recognition” (1997:51).  The tension 
between institutions asserting knowledge and the prospective consumer accepting or rejecting 
their authority is at the core of the performance.  Lambek expands on the value-generating ability 
of performance both by cautioning that performative value is less easily commodified than labor 
(2013:149), and by noting that performative acts build value on previous performances 
(ibid.151).   
If we examine the value-generative “performances” within art worlds, the presentation of 
artworks in an open gallery where the pieces sit bereft of context produces an air of importance 
for the thing (as Ingold would say)—a visual categorization that this singular thing accords 
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value.  Through the social practice of literally setting rarified artworks on a pedestal, the gallery 
owner references museums—institutions that are by definition socially inscribed with 
authoritative knowledge.  Acting as a connoisseur – a knowledgeable arbiter of good taste – the 
gallery owner in effect performs a judgment of value through multiple registers of place, 
knowledge of the artwork, and a mystification concerning what makes “good art.”  
Anthropologist Sally Price explains that connoisseurs describe how they “gain an acquired taste 
in art” that is often contested among other art mavens (1991:18-22).  Debates over value, 
therefore, are performative aspects of global art markets, although knowledge of the context in 
which an artwork is created, and of the history of its ownership, is also required by a “true” 
connoisseur (ibid.22). 
 Through the performance of authoritative knowledge, connoisseurs – or the middlemen 
of Western art markets – make choices about who gets to participate in upscale art markets.  In 
effect, they sort commodities, creating significance through assessment into classifications (cf. 
Tsing 2013).  Gatekeepers’ decisions, and their impact on artists, are highlighted in the case of 
Zimbabwean sculpture wherein global art markets value a “unique artistic vision” in 
contemporary artwork that is only marginally present in the many spaces through which 
Zimbabwean sculptors travel (see Chapter 5).  In short, multiple environments create layers of 
disenfranchising knowledge, disallowing Zimbabwean artists to understand how global art 
markets position their work to certain degrees.  
As an example, both U.S. collectors and Zimbabwean artists talk about “fine art,” but 
when questioned, they come up with conflicting definitions.  While collectors generally refer to 
artwork that is abstract and latent with meaning, sculptors usually define “fine art” as realist 
sculpture of “traditional” African figures.  The fact that both sets of actors, who are in regular 
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contact with each other, hold different ideas about the same, often-used term leads us to “speak 
of conflicting beliefs (theories, accounts, interpretations, and so on) as crucially and (from some 
perspectives) profitably affecting each other without having to maintain that one (and only one) 
of them must/could be, in the classic sense, correct” (B. Smith 1994:141).  The apparent conflict 
in definition of “fine art” amidst most Zimbabwean sculptors and collectors acts as a limiting 
factor to those artists who do not understand the stylistic differences between the two definitional 
usages.  To understand sculptors’ beliefs and understandings of the markets, we must not only 
look at what they say and how they defend their ideas, but also at how they act (Lindholm 2012).   
In the case at hand, many Zimbabwean sculptors describe their cultural beliefs in the 
spiritual realm through their sculptures, yet these sculptures are now delegitimized in 
international art markets, which dismiss them as “tourist art.”  The current rejection by most 
upscale gallery owners and curators is because of a trope that art dealers hold which generally 
devalues collective artistry: as Zimbabwean artists carve artworks that they say relate to their 
“culture,” this discourse contradicts the “unique artistic vision” that drives many collectors and 
gallery owners to buy artworks; in turn, this artistic ideology springs from a Western liberal 
vision of individual freedom (Clifford 1988; cf. Poggioli 1971).  Often, the valuing of artwork 
plays out in the physical locales where prices are negotiated, and the ideological premise of 
individualized artists becomes instantiated within spaces where art is displayed for sale – 
including both “Shona” stone sculpture in Zimbabwe (which is sold in “craft” or “tourist” art 
markets), and the art found in the contemporary galleries of South Africa (where higher-priced, 
“fine” art is placed).  Examples of geographically located art – which also has an effect on the 
perceptions of the artwork (and people’s belief about it) – are artworks that are found in certain 
museums—ethnographic vs. contemporary art museums.  Critiques by both scholars and artists 
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about where art is located in the museum (within an area entitled “Africa,” and lumped in with 
other artworks from that continent, or in a “Contemporary Art” section) continue apace (Oguibe 
and Enwezor 1999, Okeke-Agulu 2012).  To understand how labeling is utilized in valuing 
artworks, I turn to a variety of research on facets of global art markets. 
 
The Global Art System: Valuing “Unique” Artistic Visions 
The categories that people use within the global art market provide information about 
how artwork is valued and authenticated, and often, where it is most likely sold.  Linguistic 
analyses of classifications provide theoretical tools that allow us to see how people’s language 
often mediates between social structures (Kroskrity 2006:507).  By examining language as social 
practice, the indexical relationship between “fine art,” “tourist art,” and authoritative knowledge 
becomes clear over time (Ahearn 2012:25).  However, these “folk” classifications are both 
purely heuristic and flexible, as conceptual boundaries can be crossed quite easily by objects (see 
Chapter 4).  The point of surveying the literature to see how scholars have studied and talked 
about art is to draw a general idea of the most salient categories and to gain an understanding of 
how these classifications are deployed in discursive settings, alluding to a lower or higher value.  
By outlining the “boundaries” of conversations that occur surrounding tourist, traditional, fine, 
and ethnographic art alike, I intend to show how belief becomes solidified into “social fact” 
(Durkheim 1982).  The following discussion risks reifying these tropes, but providing this 
backdrop allows a starting point for me to later show how the categories may become unfixed—
except in certain spaces.  
 Scholarly authors often approach the arts from a certain perspective, using particular 
language depending on what they are examining.  Critiques of the Western-imposed category of 
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“art” abound in anthropology and allied fields (e.g. Gell 1996), arguing that the term “art” and its 
analysis create a framework that is inherently ethnocentric (Thompson 1973).10  The usage for 
given pieces of art in different societies also fuels much debate about what “art” actually is and 
what it means cross-culturally (Purpura 2009a, 2010; Rush 2010).  Objects that are created for 
use ceremonially – such as masks and ancient religious texts – can provide a starting point for 
understanding the “traditional” functions of art.  Springing from historical distinctions, the 
“traditional” category has often been used either in concert with, or set against, the categories of 
“ethnographic,” “fine,” and “tourist” art.  Attempting to frame how these classifications shape 
both markets and artists’ practices, I highlight below some definitions offered by a variety of key 
authors while exploring how these categories in some (but not all) cases may slip across 
boundaries.  I also describe what the art is doing (especially in different locations) in order to 
examine how artists’ agency plays into overarching discussions and debates about how art is 
represented by dealers, curators, collectors, and scholars—dialogues that often exclude the artists 
themselves (Okeke-Agulu 2010). 
 The dissociation between collectors and artists of the non-Western world contrasts with 
the mingling of Western Modernist artists and scholars during the early twentieth century, when 
global art-collecting trends spurred European collectors’ and ethnographers’ personal investment 
in promoting indigenous arts as worthy of “fine art” status.11  Artists, scholars, and collectors 
                                                 
10 I use the term “art” to mean any object that is created, whose focus is on aesthetics, with an underlying message or 
meaning understood within the society (Coote and Shelton 1994:4-5) and/or between societies (Ben-Amos 1977); 
note that symbolic understanding may not be shared cross-culturally or even within a culture, as is the case with 
“modern art” in the US. 
 
11 Within this dissertation, I refer to the art historical period of Modernist art by using a capital “m.”  The period, 
according to art historians, ranges from the 1860s to the 1970s.  Its ideology relies on the rationale and “forward 
march” of science, manifested in the arts through the perspective that “the world of everyday perception is not 
‘real,’” and both discourse and the style of artwork and often represented through abstraction (Gardner et al. 
1996:1,021). 
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connected through the links between Modernism and Primitivism – the latter, an art movement 
that critiqued the supposed Western sense of superiority over “primitive cultures” (Hiller 1991, 
Rhodes 1994).  These art movements ran parallel to each other as prominent anthropologists 
(including Claude Levi-Strauss) collected "primitive" artworks and socialized with Modernist 
artists (Clifford 1988).  Ironically, as anthropologists simultaneously studied “traditional” culture 
and mingled with Western artists, the categories of art become more pronounced, while the 
problems caused by these distinctions became profound.12  Mirroring anthropological debates 
regarding the boundedness of culture occurring during the 20th century, the problematic 
categorizations of art were rooted in the earliest studies of “other” societies. 
 
“Traditional” Art 
 During the early to mid-twentieth century, the language that social scientists used 
analyzing non-Western arts tied into ideas that their creators came from “primitive” cultures.  At 
the same time that these “primitive” societies were studied by ethnographers, and their material 
culture was gathered for display in museums during the early 20th century, prominent European 
artists such as Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse utilized conceptual ideas from African, 
Micronesian, and Native American arts (Clifford 1988, Price 1991, Torgovnick 1990).  While 
Modernist artists borrowed from other cultures, ushering in the era of “Primitivism” in Western 
art (Araeen 1991, Goldwater 1969), anthropology’s turn from the classification of cultures along 
a social evolutionary hierarchy began with early cultural anthropologists such as Franz Boas 
(1955) who focused on tribal aesthetics appreciated on their own merits and judged from the 
                                                 
12 The category of “tradition” is problematic for a variety of reasons (cf. Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983).  Salient 
among them, for our purposes, is that although a practice might be new, it can very quickly get glossed as a 
“tradition” if it becomes popular enough (see Chapters 2 and 3).  I do not use quotes each time to indicate the 
socially constructed nature – and possibly recent genesis – of a “traditional practice,” but the implication resides in 
each usage. 
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local cultural context.  This “emic” approach recognized that “native” art criticism did not 
correlate with Western ideologies of aesthetic value (Thompson 1973), yet the artists of 
“primitive” societies were adapting relative to outside markets (Graburn 1976, Phillips and 
Steiner 1999).  As social scientists acknowledged that traditional cultures were changing, an 
unresolved tension remained in some early writings between an assumed pre-European contact 
history and the contemporary era (Bascom and Herskovitz 1959).  
 The conflict between what some Western social scientists believed was static 
“traditional” culture continued as other anthropologists explained that we should not just study 
the arts, but also the artists living in their social systems (D’Azevedo 1973).13  Parallel to the 
anthropological turn from studying “cultures” as discrete units during the late 20th century, 
networks of non-Western artists rapidly expanded as regional markets became more globally 
interconnected.  Ironically, the intercultural traffic in art reshaped how indigenous identities were 
formed (Venbrux et al. 2006:22), as the neoliberal opening of nations’ economies encouraged 
artisans to reify “tradition” internationally (Colloredo-Mansfeld 2002).14  As “primitive” artists 
were exposed to wider markets, they innovated (Price 2007), while high-scale auctions began to 
authenticate traditional art according to provenance (Geismar 2001).  The history of where an art 
piece comes from – who owns it now, and who owned it previously – places the power of 
                                                 
13 There have been many critiques of the idea that “native” cultures are unchanging (Deloria 1988), and that these 
cultures should be documented by anthropologists before they “die out” – utilizing methods that some criticize as 
“salvage ethnography” (e.g., Lewis 2012, Wakeham 2006). 
 
14 “Neoliberalism” describes an economic situation wherein states provide fewer services to their citizens – often 
entering partnerships with the private sector – resulting in a higher GDP (or “success” as measured by economists), 
but larger gaps between rich and poor.  For a sampling of scholarly discussions of neoliberalism, see Colloredo-
Mansfeld 2002, Comaroff (2005), Comaroff and Comaroff (2001, 2002), Coronil (2001), Ferguson (1999, 2006), 
Loomba et al. (2005), Meskell (2012), Moodie (2010), Moyo and Yeros (2005a, 2005b), and Robins (2005). 
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deciding a price of a given artwork into the hands of Western art dealers.15  Not only does this 
practice of connoisseurship inflate the prices paid by consumers, it also reifies stereotypes of 
unchanging cultures while tying into the prevalence of traditional art often having a function in a 
particular community before being commodified as an artifact (see the section on “ethnographic 
art” below).  
 The practice of connoisseurs inflating value in new markets during the 1960s resulted in 
the rise of cooperatives that emphasized the common Western stereotypes that traditional art 
comes from a specific, bounded culture without outside influence.  Ignoring the reality that the 
flow of buyers introduces a huge amount of cross-cultural impact, the “authenticity” of 
traditional artwork as framed by copyright law has been fought over in the courts (see Chapter 3 
for more on authenticity).  Assessing “authenticity” – represented as whether or not a specific 
artwork comes from a longstanding societal tradition – has resulted in cases where indigenous 
groups argue that certain artworks are part of their heritage (Geismar 2005).   
Despite courts sometimes being utilized successfully by indigenous groups, the identity 
politics of copyright law often favor dominant institutions.  Art historian Nancy Mithlo explains 
how Native American exhibits at the Venice Biennale (2001) were created to contest the 
stereotypes of their culture.  Yet, as a participant, she describes how one artist made a video, 
taking clips from Disney's movie “Pocahontas,” reorganizing them as a critique.  Some of the 
other Native artists were worried that they would be served a lawsuit for re-appropriating a 
“native” image, so they pulled the video (Mithlo 2006).  Pointing to further judgment by 
consumers of what is “authentic” and what is not, the devaluing of popular culture 
                                                 
15 The flexing of control does not just occur in art galleries and exhibitions.  “Fictions of power” also occur on the 
borders of states, or at informal locations where African art is sold (Aretxaga 2003).  Accordingly, in juxtaposing 
these sometimes disparate examples, the following interviews and ethnographic vignettes jump around in both time 
and space because the art and artists also travel globally. In aiding the reader to understand the materials in this 
broad-ranging study I endeavor to clarify the temporally and geographically situated contexts.   
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representations of “tradition” mirrors the debasing of traditional artwork that is influenced by 
Western culture. 
 For example, in examining Aboriginal arts from Australia, Fred Myers highlights that we 
should not be examining the “failed” authenticity of “traditional art” but rather global processes 
at work in their production, with an emphasis on the artists’ agency vis-à-vis processes of 
connoisseurship and attribution of value in the marketplace (2002).  In Australia, Myers shows 
how some Aboriginal artists are judged for not being traditional enough—demonstrating the 
conflict between creating contemporaneous artworks and pandering to primitivism in Aboriginal 
paintings.  This pushes some painters to produce artwork that tells a story about “culture” and 
thereby appeals to foreign tourists, but nets the artists less money for their artwork than they 
might receive within “fine art” galleries.  
The politics of appealing to particular markets with varying success can lead to 
fragmentation of societies, as successful artisans travel abroad to sell artwork and return to a 
community much wealthier than their peers who have stayed at home (Colloredo-Mansfeld 
1999).  Those artists waiting for buyers to come visit them must pander to travelers, to keep them 
coming and buying.  In southern Africa, for instance, Renee Sylvain, a scholar examining how 
indigenous San people sometimes capitulate to stereotypes of the African “native” living off the 
land, has noted that “Rather than narrowly viewing identity politics as distress-driven attempts to 
impose order on an increasingly chaotic world, we should also consider the extent to which 
people on the ground are manipulating the idea of ‘culture’ as a tool for securing political, 
economic, and development resources” (2008:405).   
In addition to analyzing the indigenous use of stereotypes to gain an income, other 
scholars explore how artists’ use of traditional ideas can backfire when utilized to reinforce their 
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contemporary “culture.”  Current popular ideologies of “primitive culture” are supported by 
ossified “classic” African identities found in museum collections—artifacts looted during the 
European “scramble for Africa” in the late 1800s  (Cordwell 1959, Schildkrout and Keim 1998).  
The resultant stereotypes of “African society” continue to link primitivism with tradition.  
However, contemporary artists also create hybrid themes that challenge consumers’ expectations 
of “tradition.”  Returning to the example of the San peoples of southern Africa, newer artworks 
juxtapose San previous foraging practices with their current lives settled in villages, 
demonstrating the meaningfulness of innovative art forms in exploring current identities 
(Guenther 2006).  Although artisans’ stories might tie in with tales of the past, their artwork may 
also highlight its potential to serve as ethnographic records of the present (Fabian 1996).  
“Traditional” art often references the past, but it can draw on current issues, creating a visual text 
of contemporary practices and issues—which can clash with consumers’ more “traditional” 
expectations that are prompted by Western museum collections. 
The contested authenticity of “traditional culture” within art worlds is not just rooted in 
museums’ representations of Africa.  Phillips and Steiner (1999) explain that early European art 
collecting in the 1800s, along with the presentation of non-Western arts at the Euro-American 
World Fairs, created an “art-artifact-commodity” triad.  Describing the Great Exhibition of 1851 
in London, for example, Phillips and Steiner claim that the placing of handmade artifacts of 
indigenous peoples in a setting next to mechanically or mass-produced commodities served to 
conflate these two categories into an ambivalent dialogue regarding value.  Debates about the 
worth of “artifact” vs. “commodity” were implicitly juxtaposed within the triad by “art”—a 
significance underlined by art’s unique and hand-made qualities.  Despite this valuing, Phillips 
and Steiner note:  
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No longer treatable as distinct and separate categories, the art-artifact-commodity 
triad must now be merged into a single domain where the categories are seen to 
inform one another rather than to compete in their claims for social primacy and 
cultural style (1999:16).   
The authors propose that it is the social process of collection, rather than any purportedly 
inherent properties of the art, that authenticates.   
Whereas collecting traditional artifacts by museums during the 19th century led to a 
cataloguing of “primitive” societies, the concomitant interest in those societies’ material culture 
by Modernist artists and collectors elevated the significance of non-Western “art.”  While gallery 
owners and artists spurred enthusiasm for “traditional arts,” the expansion of an upwardly mobile 
middle class during the industrial revolution brought a rise in global tourism.  As travel became 
more accessible, tourists sought out the arts in the countries they visited, resulting in burgeoning 
markets to fill the demand. 
 
“Tourist” Art and Ethnography 
Given that “cultural” stories are often used by roadside artists in the global South to sell 
artwork, “tourist” art can essentially serve the same purpose as that served by “traditional” art 
found in ethnographic museums—to tell a story across cultures (Ben-Amos 1977).  While 
springing from the colonial legacy, some ethnographic museums have recently attempted to 
reposition themselves in promoting a collaborative, postcolonial identity (Fuglerud 2012).16  
                                                 
16 As an example, the Museum of Anthropology in British Columbia – with a vast collection of Native American 
artifacts gathered during the 1800s by salvage ethnographers – created a temporary exhibition, Border Zones: New 
Art across Cultures, that displayed “modern” art next to their permanent collection.  Although the curators worked 
closely with contemporary Native American artists, the displays of modern art, with their lack of contextual 
description, led to confused viewers.  Analyzing visitors’ experiences, a European anthropologist, Oivind Fuglerud, 
“suggest[ed] that the MoA’s permanent exhibition and the temporary exhibition articulate two different 
representations of anthropology’s other: while the MoA’s Great Hall exhibition represents the construction of a 
 20 
 
However, art viewers often bring their own biases to an exhibition, “reading” it in particular 
ways (Purpura 2009b), despite curatorial attempts to de-center monolithic stereotypes (Hermer 
2004).  A tension exists between an ethnographic context that does not leave the artists in the 
imagined past, yet that provides enough detail for contemporary artists; this tension plays out in 
museums on a variety of levels (Hermer 2006, Purpura 2005).  Ultimately the contestation 
surrounding how to frame ethnographic exhibitions springs from a combination of identity 
politics and curatorial control over the items to be presented.  Ironically, many ethnographic 
exhibitions often display artworks that were collected in the 19th and 20th centuries in areas that 
tourists now frequent (Graburn 1976).  
Although the voice of curatorial practice exerts a power over both objects and histories 
offered in museums, anthropologists have also long been interested in tourist art or curios—other 
categories that are predicated on where the art is sold, and to whom.  The practice of 
categorization and valuing is critical, as is pointed out by art historian, Marion Arnold, writing 
on Zimbabwean stone sculpture: 
The boundary between artwork and curio is thin and definitions must be advanced 
cautiously. Both the artwork and the curio may be well crafted... The interest 
shown by patrons, art historians, and critics can influence the content and form of 
art, but consumerism does more than influence the curio – it dictates its style and 
subject. [Furthermore, a]rt is always problematic as a commercial commodity 
because an informed and discriminating audience is required. Popular art and 
curios, however, sell well because they are made to please the undiscerning and 
untrained eyes. They are crafted to meet the requirements of people, often from 
                                                                                                                                                             
culturally embedded ‘primitive’ from a position of fragmented modernity, the Border Zones exhibition may be seen 
as manifesting the implicit construction of a universal ‘modern’ from a position of postmodern identity politics and 
multiculturalism” (2012:180). 
 21 
 
outside the country of origin, who have preconceived expectations about the 
appearance of the art object... Repetition inhibits creativity and enforces 
stereotypes which, all too often, are promoted as “characteristics” sanctioned by 
“tradition” (1986:234).  
Note that the author highlights that a trained eye must discern valuable artworks from 
mass-produced curios.  In this way, a rhetoric of authenticity confirmed by art specialists 
is replicated when scholars proclaim that some “tourist art” has remained faithful to 
traditional styles, though (if inadvertently) adding emphasis to the reifying dichotomy of 
“tourist” art versus “traditional” art (cf. Bascom 1976). 
Conversely, other scholars argue for tourist art to be viewed not as “corruptions or 
deviations but visual communicative systems[, and w]hile it is true that they represent the 
extremes to which an art can go in responding to economic forces, they nevertheless are 
not arbitrary responses. Tourist arts constitute visual codes, and the essential question 
underlying their analysis is, how in fact, do they perform their communicative function given 
their restricted nature?” (Ben-Amos 1977:138).  Dubbed “pidgin” art, anthropologist Paula Ben-
Amos asserts that tourist art forms rely on borrowed icons from both producing and consuming 
cultures in order for the art to “make sense.” 
Ben-Amos’ perspective was critiqued by anthropologist, Bennetta Jules-Rosette (1984), 
who, after extensive fieldwork in African tourist art workshops, argued that the term “pidgin” 
used in this context implied an abbreviating of communication.  Jules-Rosette opposed this 
theoretical reduction of what she called a complex communicative process.  Her implication was 
that the cross-cultural connection was negotiated rather than simplified during communication 
between art producers and prospective tourist art buyers.  Instead of theorizing artisans as 
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passive creators of touristic curios, the author situated tourist art as a means of maintaining 
cultural identity while also noting that even commercial tourist arts can spur innovation within a 
society (Graburn 1976)—a hallmark of “fine art” in the Western world.  In short, although 
institutionalized avant-garde markets dismiss commercialized art production, there are 
significant intersections between these art worlds. 
 
“Fine” Art  
The overlaps among traditional, ethnographic, and tourist arts also apply to fine arts.  If 
these purportedly different genres of art – which amount to what I am terming “folk categories” 
– can be demonstrated as innovative within as well as between societies, why do these categories 
persist?  Simply put, the categorization of art leads to huge socio-economic differences that arise 
from global identity politics.  In 1998, Errington described how the reputed death of “primitive 
art” (or at least, the usage of the term in most scholarly literature) corresponded with the rise of 
nationalism in the 1950s.  As aboriginal peoples gained independence, their modernization 
programs eradicated “traditional” practices—which, ironically, resulted in a rise in tourist art and 
“folk” art as cottage industries.  Clifford (1988) describes how traditional / ethnographic arts are 
appropriated by fine art markets, but to further understand the rise of Primitivism in the art 
world, we must look at debates regarding the avant-garde.  
During the 20th century, US art critic and essayist, Clement Greenberg, wrote influential 
essays promoting avant-garde artists as challenging the status quo despite their links to the 
marketplace (1961).  Extending the ideology that fine art defies social convention, literary critic, 
Renato Poggioli, wrote an influential treatise claiming that contemporary art created a vanguard 
of non-conformists (1971).  Examining a series of art movements that led to challenges of 
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cultural paradigms from the 19th and 20th centuries, Peter Burger critiqued Poggioli’s claim, 
asserting that although the avant-garde challenges the status quo, it is inevitably tied to the 
distribution and patronage of the bourgeoisie (2004). 
Burger described how art has taken on sacred qualities – perhaps a reason that museums 
are often considered hallowed spaces of reverence where nothing can be touched.  Burger writes, 
“Art here is not an element in an ecclesiastical ritual within which a use value is conferred on it.  
Instead art generates a ritual.  Instead of taking its place within a sacral sphere, art supplants 
religion” (2004:28).  In effect, the belief that art pushes the boundaries of culture has been 
“sacralized” into spaces – museums and galleries – that emphasize artwork’s affective impact on 
consumers, producers, critics, and scholars alike (Gell 1994).17  While it is important to 
acknowledge these spaces as critical nodes of power wherein the product of artistic labor is 
alienated (Marx 1973), I also emphasize the limits on the revolutionary potential of art, in that it 
is made in a particular cultural environment (Marcuse 1978:18-19). 
Although art does sometimes propose different ways of seeing social issues, the reaction 
to those messages – whether by critics, consumers, museums, galleries, or even governments – is 
circumscribed by cultural context.  Cultural critiques of art analysis have consistently returned to 
the theme of both contemporary art history and anthropology fetishizing the reinterpretation of 
culture (Clifford and Marcus 1986, Foster 1996).  While it is important to study the formal 
                                                 
17 Gell calls this the “technology of enchantment” (1994)—an expansion into the art world of Marx’s notion of 
commodity fetishism.  The concept of the fetish arises from a history of theory, as Pietz explains (1985), 
etymologically stretching back to the Portuguese colonization of Africa starting in the 15th century.  Pietz’s 
argument rests on the fact that “fetishes” emerged at a particular historical cross-cultural space.  However, the 
colonial focus on fetishes ultimately reflects more on the materialistic focus of the colonial powers than on an 
intercultural analysis of what occurred (see Graeber 2005 for an example of such cross-cultural analysis, and a 
critique of Pietz).  Theories of the fetish in sociology, anthropology, and psychology were codified in European 
scholarly discourse by 1800 (Pietz 1987: 23), with all the intellectual baggage that comes with such epistemes.  For 
an exploration of these academic predilections, see Apter and Pietz (1993).  In a move away from Marx’s model of 
commodity fetishism, I examine the “social creativity” occurring when two cultures come together in a commercial 
endeavor from two different world views (Graeber 2005).   
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properties and stylistic variations of artworks, this method loses sight of the larger picture.  We 
can also analyze art by focusing on how a given artwork is created in its particular context, and 
what it says, by utilizing textual analysis (Szombati-Fabian and Fabian 1976).  Evaluating what 
people say about art provides sociological and historical understandings about why particular 
pieces of art gain greater prestige within art markets.  More importantly, after viewing art in its 
socio-political and economic contexts, an anthropological approach allows us to critically 
examine art as a locus of the social process of valuation (Svasek 2007). 
Refocusing the discussion from the “fetish” or object to the range of actions that artists 
take in order to be successful in global art markets allows us to further understand the paradox 
inherent in “fine art” that exhorts artists to stay true to an “artistic vision,” while catering to 
particular consumers to sell their artwork (Plattner 1996).  Although local art markets are not 
completely subservient to the hegemony of critics and galleries in art centers such as New York 
City, art pieces not shown in such key locales as New York lose value just for the reason that the 
work is considered peripheral (Plattner 1998).  An understanding of this context – which 
amounts to what economic anthropologists would term a “prestige economy” – can lead to 
important comparisons between how some artists create transnational links to international 
artistic hubs, while others barely manage to survive on the distant margins of major art centers.  
Although artists’ physical distance from cosmopolitan art centers does play a role in their 
economic success, the social setting and transnational networks they utilize provide knowledge 
about overlapping spheres of art consumption.  For example, Paul Stoller (2003) emphasizes that 
global spaces must be studied to discover how art, commerce, and scholarship are negotiated by 
a variety of actors – in his case, Islamic traders selling “primitive art” in New York City.  He 
contrasts the African antiquities sold at the upscale Armory show on New York’s Upper East 
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Side with the large shipments of wooden sculptures transported to North America by West 
African traders for resale as decorative objects in boutiques, galleries, and to private clients 
(Stoller 2002).  These U.S.-based, West African traders sell art objects that trace paths from the 
colonial era interwoven with the contemporary conduits of globalization.  These pathways echo 
those taken by Zimbabwean sculptures now found not only throughout southern Africa but 
around the world.  
Through the actions of artists, vendors, dealers, gallery owners, and curators, art moves 
and gains different meanings in diverse contexts.  In the preceding pages, I have briefly explored 
how art is discursively framed in global art markets, suggesting that dealers and gallery owners 
utilize authoritative knowledge to value particular types of artwork.  My emphasis thus far has 
been on institutionalized power rather than sculptors’ practices.  Yet, despite what Steiner calls a 
“cultural brokerage and mediation of knowledge through middlemen’s separation of buyers from 
sellers” (1994:130), artists can indeed exert agency in both what they sell, and where they sell it.  
When I first witnessed Zimbabwean sculptors at work during my initial research trip to the 
country (2001), through their stories I became convinced of both their creative faculties and their 
sense of pragmatism.  Upon return to the US after six months of fieldwork, I witnessed gallery 
owners questioning Zimbabwean stone sculptures’ artistic merit, as the country politically and 
economically imploded.  The difference between my impressions of the artists in the field and 
the reception of their artwork led to my continued exploration as a graduate student of the 
producer and consumer disjuncture. 
In this dissertation, I follow the stone through its 50-year history, across geographical 
regions, and among a variety of socio-economic settings, to address my two related research 
questions: Why do international buyers now devalue the sculptures produced by Zimbabwean 
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artists after having valued them highly in the 1960s-‘80s?  and, How have Zimbabwean artists 
weathered these extreme changes of attitude toward their work by international art markets?  
Attempting to maintain a balance between ethnographic specificity on the one hand, and broader 
discussions about how Zimbabwean sculptors and South African artists fit within international 
art markets on the other hand (Bunzl 2008), I assert, that whether participating in the stone 
sculpture movement or the more globally connected art networks of South Africa, all artists 
operate within social constraints that are mediated by both local and global markets.   
 
Research Methods in Following the Stone 
My interests in Zimbabwean sculpture started with a six-month research trip to the 
country in 2001 while an undergraduate student (Larkin 2002).  Focusing on the state of the 
stone sculpture market, I spent much of my time visiting sculptors for semi-formal interviews, 
sculpting with artists in their workshops, and exploring rural Shona culture as it overlapped with 
my artist friends’ lives.  Resulting in rich relationships that continue to this day, I decided that I 
would sustain my research on the sculpture market into graduate school, not anticipating that the 
political tensions I saw displayed in 2001 would spiral into an economic crisis that reached epic 
proportions in 2008 (see Chapters 3 and 4).  While in graduate school at the University of 
Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, I began to monitor US outlets for Zimbabwean sculpture in 2007.  
Over the next two years I visited galleries that displayed Zimbabwean stone sculpture, and I 
interviewed curators and gallery owners in seven cities across the country (Charleston, SC; 
Dallas; New York; Portland, OR; Seattle; St. Louis; Tucson).  As I prepared for dissertation 
fieldwork, I recognized that my previous field site might be inaccessible, so I began to look into 
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alternatives – a country that was hosting Zimbabwean sculptor immigrants – where I could 
continue to examine the sculptures within global art markets. 
In 2008 I returned to the region to scout out the viability of South Africa as an alternative 
field site, to visit Zimbabwe to reconnect with friends, and to weigh the practicality of returning 
to the country with a family.  The first indication that my Zimbabwean colleagues’ lives had 
changed significantly since my earlier visit, despite their comments about how they “are just 
trying to get by,” occurred when, starting in Johannesburg, I stayed with a Zimbabwean friend, 
Thabani, who assisted in connecting me with some street sculptors.  Mid-week, as we were 
planning to travel across the city, Thabani turned to me and said, “Lance, we can’t go across the 
city.  They are killing people!”  The frustrations of poverty-stricken black South Africans who 
had not seen any positive change in their lives since independence (1994) had exploded, 
resulting in violent attacks against foreigners who became scapegoats (see Chapters 3 and 4). 
As I arranged to leave for Zimbabwe just days after first hearing about these xenophobic 
attacks, and still worried about my friends in South Africa, I headed for my second major shock 
that southern Africa was significantly changed from just seven years earlier.  Landing in 
Zimbabwe, I learned that the country’s hyperinflation would make research much more difficult 
than I had expected.18  I was unable to get in contact with many friends because of the crumbling 
infrastructure, which included regular electricity outages.  The shelves in the stores were usually 
barren of food, and the prices were never stable for more than a couple of days.  After spending 
                                                 
18 Inflation was officially announced by the Zimbabwean government at 231 million percent while I was in the 
country (2008).  Later, economic analysts claimed Zimbabwe’s hyperinflation reached a peak of 79.6 billion percent 
in November 2008—second in documented economic history only to Hungary in 1946 (Hanke and Kwok 2009).  
The economic crisis abated in January 2009 when the government allowed the US dollar, South African rand, and 
other foreign currencies to be used as official bank notes in shops (Agence France-Presse 2009).  For studies on how 
businesses and individuals survived the crisis, see Chagonda (2012), Hall (2013), Hebert et al. (2013), for economic 
impacts on countries receiving immigrants and migrants see Bloch (2010), Bolding and Piloto (2013), Hammar 
(2013), Kaarhus (2013), McGregor (2010), and on the economic crisis’s ties to the land reform movement see 
Chavunduka and Bromley (2010). 
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three nights in a backpackers’ lodge, the management raised the price from 2.2 billion to 4 
billion Zimbabwean dollars per night.  In the lived realities on the ground, many people 
scrambled for any income; compounding the problem of hyperinflation was the added difficulty 
that many citizens would expect to be paid an under-the-table bribe for simply doing their job.  
With the desperation of most Zimbabwean people clear, I realized that the country would not be 
an option for research, especially if I would be travelling with my family.   
Returning to the United States, I decided to change my research focus to examine 
Zimbabwean migrants and immigrants experiences in South Africa to explore how they were 
dealing with not just the economic crisis in Zimbabwe, but also the constant threat of xenophobic 
attacks in South Africa.  I grappled with the anthropologist’s frustration of having to change sites 
because the political situation in Zimbabwe necessitated a refocus on migrant artists traveling to 
South Africa (cf. Gottlieb 2012).  Understanding that I would need to travel broadly in South 
Africa to ethnographically document Zimbabwean sculptors’ networks, I chose field sites in 
Johannesburg and Cape Town, intending to utilize snowball sampling methods in these 
metropolitan areas.   
Added to the topical change, the challenge of working in urban environments created 
many frustrating research days.  The difficulty of looking for Zimbabwean stone sculptors in a 
large city led to more informal interviews and observations than participation (unlike my 
previous research in Zimbabwe 2001).  Although I found this less rewarding than gaining close 
rapport with a select group of sculptors, I discovered that far-flung travels provided a broader 
view of “the whole field” and also helped me discover why many Zimbabwean men often 
traveled back home regularly to their families.19  The sculptors often told me that they would 
                                                 
19 My expansion of “the field,” while still utilizing the classic anthropological method of participant-observation, 
made it difficult to survey a wide range of sculptors and vendors.  By maintaining a qualitatively-focused project, I 
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fear for their family’s safety if they brought them to South Africa, and the artists furthermore 
wanted their children to grow up in an environment where they would learn Shona cultural 
values—such as respect for elders, and an abhorrence of violence. 
My informants’ discussions allowed insight into differences of cultural values, but during 
my travels in South Africa I would sometimes find myself stymied and unable to move beyond 
conversations about the markets—because this is often where I spent most of my time doing 
fieldwork.  When I found a market that had Zimbabwean stone sculpture for sale, I would visit, 
often talking with the vendors and gathering names of future contacts—including names of 
gallery owners who sold the artwork.  As I expanded my networks, I would ask some of the more 
willing sculptors, curators, and gallery owners for formal interviews.20   
To complement such snowball sampling, I had originally planned to apprentice with a 
Zimbabwean sculptor.  This strategy would allow me to renew my sculpting skills garnered in 
2001, but more importantly it would allow me to spend more time in intimate spaces, rather than 
the commercial zones of the marketplaces, where interactions were often predicated on a sale.  
However, I found that very few Zimbabwean artists actually sculpt in South Africa; instead, most 
sculptors and vendors travel home once a year to sculpt and then transport their artwork from 
Zimbabwe to South Africa.  After acknowledging the problem of not being able to apprentice, I 
realized that traveling across a variety of field sites befitted the research by providing a broader 
                                                                                                                                                             
achieved a depth of experience with certain informants not possible with quantitative projects (Gottlieb 2006).  The 
drawback to a methodology utilizing numerous sites – and much like the difficulty of staying in contact with some 
of my internationally traveling informants (cf. Kim 2010) – is that I found it challenging while in the field to 
understand how a variety of people authenticated ideologies of art.   
   
20 Although I would often travel from market to market, checking in with sculptors, I consider informal interviews 
those in which I traveled to a specific actor with follow-up questions to gather explicit data.  During my 11 months 
in South Africa and one month in Zimbabwe in 2011 I conducted 119 informal interviews and 47 formal (audio-
recorded) interviews with South African and Zimbabwean artists (11), gallery owners and curators (11), 
Zimbabwean sculptors and vendors (18), and scholars and aid workers (7). 
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view of the overall state of Zimbabwean stone sculpture; moreover, this more itinerant 
methodology also gave me the opportunity to participate in artists’ lives by moving with selected 
sculptors over the borders of the nation-state and thereby gain an understanding of their 
challenges as migrants. 
After spending much time trying to coordinate with sculptors who often did not know 
when they would be traveling, I decided to journey to Zimbabwe and back by bus, to gain the 
experience of cross-border traders and their transnational movement.21  Despite only staying in 
Zimbabwe for a month, both countries provided different perspectives on the Zimbabwean stone 
sculpture movement as embodied in their libraries (the National Gallery of Zimbabwe and the 
Johannesburg Art Gallery), and the data I gathered complemented a line of questioning I had 
begun in South Africa. Indeed, because of the xenophobic attacks, I discovered overlaps between 
Zimbabwean sculptors and contemporary South African activist artists.   
While in South Africa, after discovering that some South African artists had condemned 
the xenophobic attacks within their artwork, I got in touch with them to see if they had actually 
reached out to the immigrants.  When I discovered that most had not, I asked the artists about 
Zimbabwean sculptors and what they knew about the movement.  Highlighting a difference in 
economic status – with most of the South African artists being upwardly mobile, whereas the 
Zimbabwean sculptors were often barely eking a living in impoverished South African townships 
– my line of questioning led to a deeper understanding of international art markets that was 
framed in a discourse that was often ambivalent and contradictory, yet that clearly valued 
specific types of artworks over others (as outlined earlier in the section on art market categories).  
                                                 
21 While trying to negotiate the long process of getting a visa to do research in Zimbabwe, I was able to garner more 
information about the political and economic situation in that country.  After discovering that the capital city, 
Harare, was often without electricity, and that the lack of safe running water had led to serious cholera outbreaks, 
my wife and I decided that it was best for her and our one-year-old son to stay with friends in Johannesburg. 
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Ultimately, these categories led me to refine my research questions.  I realized that, firstly, most 
sculptors were often placed in a role as reacting to the art markets, rather than being able to lead 
the market with their art.  Secondly, I discovered that many buyers devalued the sculpture 
because of categorical distinctions made at the end of the Modernist era—divisions that still have 
repercussions today. 
 
Outline of the Chapters 
 In laying out the context of contemporary art markets within this introduction (Chapter 
1), I have outlined the broader history of international art markets and the complex 
interconnections among the academy, collecting practices, and the valuing of specific types of 
artwork.  Highlighting how what I claim is a “folk” terminology distinguishing traditional, 
tourist, and fine art has been used by a variety of actors, including collectors, gallery owners, 
museum curators, and others, I have demonstrated how these problematic categories continue to 
be utilized as a shorthand for creating value—a process that is further instantiated through 
connoisseurial practice.  Having alluded to the importance of examining specific locations in 
order to understand how authoritative knowledge creates a hegemonic discourse of value, in the 
chapters that follow I will further explore the relationships between place, people, and the 
historical trajectory of the Zimbabwean stone sculpture movement.  
 In Chapter 2, I situate the rise of Zimbabwean stone sculpture historically in pre-
independence Rhodesia.  The genesis of what rapidly became an art “movement” arose from a 
variety of actors – including missionaries, a host of artists, a white South African farmer, and a 
few gallery curators – but the legacy of the artwork sprung most directly from a workshop 
organized by one white man – Frank McEwen – at the Rhodes National Gallery.  Coming at the 
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end of the Modernist era, and also at a time when many African countries were gaining 
independence, I compare McEwen’s patronage of Zimbabwean sculptors to the situations of 
other art workshops being created elsewhere in late-colonial Africa.  Describing how McEwen 
framed the discourse surrounding the sculpture in contrasting terms of fine art and tourist art, I 
also explain how McEwen’s emphasis of ethnicity and culture saddled the movement with value-
laden ideologies that continue to haunt Zimbabwean sculptors. 
 At the time, pronouncements by well-intentioned patrons pushed the stone sculpture 
movement into prominence within international art markets, following the achievement of 
independence from the colonial state that Zimbabwe gained in 1980.  Chapter 3 first describes 
the success of Zimbabwean sculptors in the 1980s and ‘90s, and then explores how the 
authenticity of the movement was questioned by critics and curators in the 2000s.  
Simultaneously, while the symbolic capital of the sculpture movement declined, the economy of 
Zimbabwe plummeted as the government made disastrous political and economic choices.  I 
relate how many artists, struggling to survive at the turn of the millennium, traveled to South 
Africa to sell their artwork to tourists.   
I utilize my fieldwork as a bridge connecting Zimbabwean sculptors’ experiences at the 
end of the 20th century to Chapter 4, in which I outline their current experiences in South Africa.  
Explaining how Zimbabwean politics created an economic crisis, I propose that both the state 
and international art markets continue to conspire (if unintentionally) against the success of the 
artists.  Traveling through environments that simultaneously delegitimize their sculpture as a 
commodity and affirm their status as noncitizens, the sculptors now find themselves on the 
margins of South African culture.  Their consignment to a situation of “bare life” in South Africa 
(Agamben 1998) highlights how the contradictions of Zimbabwean government actors and 
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market forces have, together, resulted in a nearly complete depoliticization of Zimbabwean 
sculptors’ artwork. 
In Chapter 5, I describe the context of Zimbabwean artists at work in South Africa.  In 
addition to explaining the vagaries of the tourist art markets and further exploring social action in 
art, I focus more specifically on the explicit politics of Zimbabwean stone sculpture and 
contemporary South African arts.  On the one hand, although the stone sculpture movement 
demonstrated some explicit anti-colonial images in the past, it now operates among 
environments that reward apolitical representations of ethnicity for tourists in South Africa.  By 
contrast, back in Zimbabwe, other artists utilize media such as painting and poetry to critique 
their national government through tropes such as metaphor and irony.  Establishing that market 
forces constrain the political subject matter in Zimbabwean arts, on the other hand, I examine 
South African arts in a democratic country that still has reason to protest this post-independence 
era because of the continuing (and ever expanding) gap between rich and poor.  Despite the 
purportedly creatively open environment, I show that government bullying results in South 
Africans self-censoring their artwork. 
 I conclude Chapter 5 by arguing that although art can and sometimes does engender 
discourse that questions the status quo of broad abuses of power by governments, such critiques 
are ultimately limited by the marketplace.  The environments within which artists operate – 
whether marginal tourist markets or international high-end galleries – contribute to personal 
beliefs about which types of artwork are appropriate to sell and display in a given context.   
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CHAPTER 2 
“ART AS BEGGING”:  
ZIMBABWEAN SCULPTORS’ HISTORICAL DILEMMA 
 
We beg through working stone, and that is acceptable begging. 
       Bernard Matemera 
       (Fieldnotes, Sept. 10, 2001) 
 
As a first-generation stone sculptor who began sculpting in the 1960s,22 Zimbabwe-born 
artist, Bernard Matemera (1946-2006), produced work that remains internationally renowned, 
continuing to compete in gallery circuits after his death.  Within his lifetime, he achieved a high 
level of financial success, as indicated by the fact that he maintained two households.  One wife 
lived at the rural art cooperative, Tengenenge, which was established in the 1960s at the start of 
the Zimbabwean stone sculpture movement (Zilberg 1996), and is where he worked his entire 
life.23  His other wife maintained a residence in the nearby town of Mvurwi.  When I talked with 
Matemera in 2001, the statement I quoted above as an epigraph was not just a commentary on 
the stone sculpture movement at that time (see Figure 1); it later became an indicator of how 
international art markets had first lionized the movement in the 1970s and ‘80s but eventually 
demoted the artwork to the much less prestigious – and less lucrative – categories of “tourist art” 
or “street art” by the 2000s.  
In this chapter I highlight the genesis of the movement in colonial Africa during the long 
conflict from colony to rogue White-rule state (1950s-‘70s), and then to independence (1980s).  
                                                 
22 The terminology of first-, second-, and third-generation sculptors has been critiqued by both curators and artists 
(Akuda 2011).  As sculptor Dominic Benhura noted when I talked with him in 2011: “I do not go with those 
‘generation’ things.  In painters, they don’t talk about it.  Instead, the galleries talk about it in this way just as a 
marketing strategy.  That is why there is this blanket term, ‘Shona art.’  Where in the rest of the world do you talk 
about an ethnic work?  By categorizing it this way, this is why we can’t get ahead and out of these distinctions.  
Gallery owners put it on their website and lump good artists together with bad.” Rather than categorize artists by an 
absolute number of generations, I utilize “first-generation” to refer to sculptors who began carving pre-
independence. 
 
23 This community, along with the Rhodes National Gallery, was at the forefront of marketing Zimbabwean 
sculpture within international art worlds (Joosten 2001). 
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Describing White patronage during the colonial era, which coincided with the end of the 
Modernist era, I explain how both gallery owners and curators encouraged indigenous religious 
belief through artwork, in contrast with Rhodesian repression against Black identities.  Although 
created and marketed in “fine art” galleries, the encouragement of ethnic identity as “Shona” 
sculpture had a long impact that still affects contemporary sculptors.   
Despite the complex identities of sculptors the movement was identified as “Shona” 
sculpture at the national gallery’s workshop school.  For comparative purposes, I explore identity 
through African art across the continent during both colonialism and the rise of post-
independence nationalism in a variety of countries (and in other parts of the world).  I will make 
a few comparisons for illustration, but leave more in-depth assessments to other authors—of 
which there are many (e.g. Kasfir 1999, Kasfir and Förster 2013, Morton 2003).  My primary 
point is to demonstrate how the theme of ethnicity created an identity politics that would have 
lasting repercussions, and a topic to which I will return throughout the dissertation. 
 
 
Zimbabwean Stone Sculpture’s Early History and Patronage 
The earliest sculptors in modern Zimbabwe (then called Rhodesia) worked at Cyrene and 
Serima missions, where they were trained in wood carving in the 1950s and ‘60s (Sibanda 2004).  
Father Paterson founded the Anglican Cyrene mission in 1939 and encouraged the Ruskin and 
Morris school of art instruction that eschewed the European pedagogy of giving students models 
that they might copy for purposes of learning artistic skills (Morton 2003:70).24  Created to meld 
                                                 
24 Begun in Britain in the latter half of the 19th century, artist William Morris spread ideas that were inspired by the 
earlier writings of John Ruskin: spontaneous generation of simpler forms of art by students unbiased by a formal 
education in art history.  This rejection of European archetypes was an idea that Frank McEwen, the director of the 
Rhodes National Gallery, promoted 20 years later in his Workshop School through Zimbabwean stone sculpture 
(Zilberg 1996, 2005). 
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art with agricultural education for African children, Paterson not only formed a program that 
included one third of the instruction focused on the arts, he also involved students in decoration 
of the school.  The transition by some students into professional artists occurred at both missions, 
with Nicholas Mukomberanwa, Joseph Ndandarika, and Tapfuma Gutsa being some of the more 
famous Zimbabwean stone sculptors first trained in wood carving at Serima mission (and its later 
art school, Driefontein).  
At Serima mission, built by the Swiss Catholic missionary (1957), Father Groeber also 
taught his students art without giving them a background in European art history, so as to keep 
them close to their “African creativity” (Morton 2003:116).  In keeping with his pedagogical 
focus on teaching skills, the chapel was decorated by wood carvings made by students (see 
Figures 2 and 3), and unlike the Cyrene mission, the Serima mission has continued the arts 
program to this day (Morton 2003:112).  Groeber’s lack of interest in commercializing the artists 
trained at the mission led to sculptors leaving to work at the National Gallery in Salisbury (now 
Harare).  Although the Gallery in the capital city allowed the artists to flourish, they often hid 
their mission-trained backgrounds from the director, Frank McEwen (Morton 2003:151), who 
castigated European-trained artists. 
Nevertheless, Frank McEwen was one of the foremost promoters of Zimbabwean 
sculpture, and responsible for the market expansion of the sculpture movement, as the first 
director at Rhodes National Gallery.25  McEwen was invited by the Rhodesian government to 
facilitate the opening of the gallery and focus its collections on European art in the pre-
independence state (1965).  He instead encouraged what he considered to be indigenous 
                                                                                                                                                             
 
25 Morton claims that the Christian missionary schools have not been credited enough for training some of southern 
Africa's foremost contemporary artists (2003:196).  Other scholars explain that Joram Mariga, was the earliest 
successful sculptor – the “father of Zimbabwean stone sculpture” – predating McEwen’s interest, and teaching other 
artists at his workshop in Nyanga (Bowe and Bulley 1992, Joosten 2001, Morton 2013).   
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expression through stone sculpting (Zilberg 1996).  At the time, the white minority in Rhodesia 
made a Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) from Britain after the colonial power told 
the country to transition to majority rule.  
The Rhodesian government followed the colonial expansion into the region begun by the 
extraction of gold by the Portuguese during the 16th century.  The records of European explorers 
describe the zimbabwes – houses of stone, in the Shona language – as large stone palaces at the 
center of indigenous city-states.  Archeologists such as Innocent Pikirayi (2009) explain how the 
exploitation of gold by the Portuguese resulted in changes in trade flows, wars for resources, and 
environmental degradation.  By the time British colonists arrived from South Africa on a search 
for minerals in the late 19th century, they found the zimbabwes abandoned due to earlier 
European exploitation, changing patterns of trade, and / or strains on natural resources from the 
large population centers  precipitated by environmental changes (Pikirayi 2001:151). 
The Pioneer Column, instigated by John Cecil Rhodes, moved into the area from South 
Africa in 1890 with the intent to find minerals, but instead ended up confiscating land for white 
settlers (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2009).  After gaining control through superior firepower, and playing 
the Shona against the Ndebele people, Rhodesia was founded as a British agricultural colony. 
The settlers’ rule was characterized by aggression towards the indigenous people, and unpopular 
impositions such as the 1894 hut tax (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2009:49).  Despite the conquest of 
Lobengula, king of the Ndebele people, both Ndebele and Shona people revolted against the 
settler state in 1896.  Historian Terence Ranger described the uprising as coordinated by spirit 
mediums, who led the two ethnic groups in the Chimurenga – or fight for independence – that 
ultimately ended in the spiritual leaders being caught and hanged (1967).  
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Ranger’s description of the First Chimurenga provided a historical resonance that 
complemented later black nationalists’ founding tale to provide shared understanding for the 
later 1970s struggle for independence.   Tensions began to rise again, especially after passing of 
the Native Land Husbandry Act of 1951, which enforced private ownership of land and 
controlled cultivating of crops and the grazing of cattle (Alexander 2006).  Although Ranger’s 
characterization of the first fight against colonialism as primarily organized and coordinated by 
indigenous religious leaders was contested by other historians (Beach 1979, Cobbing 1977), 
black nationalists utilized the phrase “Second Chimurenga” to usher in an era of struggle against 
the White state when trained guerrillas entered Rhodesia in 1964.  When Rhodesia declared its 
independence from Britain in 1965, black nationalists had already fired the first salvo a year 
earlier.  The war has variously been described by historians as a nationalist triumph against 
colonialism (Martin and Johnson 1981),26 and a complicated guerrilla struggle by two different 
nationalist groups (Bhebe 1999).27  More important to the context of Zimbabwean stone 
sculpture is the fact that Rhodesia had declared independence from Britain because of the 
colonial power’s insistence on majority rule at the same time that Frank McEwen was invited to 
become the first director at the Rhodes National Gallery. 
McEwen was not the only early patron of the stone sculpture movement, yet he was 
instrumental in it developing an international reputation in global art markets (Arnold 1986, 
                                                 
26 The later prime minister, and current president, Robert Mugabe, spent the 1950s and ‘60s priming the militant 
movement that would lead to the fight for independence.  After spending ten years in detention by the Rhodesian 
government, upon release in 1974, he continued to politicize and recruit for the armed struggle in the rural areas 
(Martin and Johnson 1981:203-204). 
 
27 Examinations of the second Chimurenga approach the movement from a variety of angles, including: spirit 
mediums lending sanction to the struggle (Lan 1985); complications of peasants’ role in supporting the war as 
represented in nationalist rhetoric (Kriger 1992, Ranger 1985); perspectives that complicate the role of missions 
during the independence struggle (McLaughlin 1996); examinations of the role of soldiers in the war, rather than 
broad overviews by military generals (Bhebe and Ranger 1995); and the role of democracy in Rhodesia (Bhebe and 
Ranger 2001). 
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Beier 1968).  He originally sold the artwork as a Modernist art in the 1960s, and the sculpture 
was displayed as an example that contradicted the racist regime’s ideology that indigenous 
people’s culture should be eradicated as part of the march of Western progress.  The Rhodesian 
regime escalated public relations campaigns responsible for erasing the achievements of the 
Shona peoples—campaigns that had started at the end of the 19th century when European 
archeologists looted the Great Zimbabwe ruins while declaring the origins of the massive 
structures as created by Phoenicians (Bent 1893) or Egyptians (Frederikse 1990).  For example, 
during the Second Chimurenga, the Rhodesian tourism industry produced pamphlets questioning 
the makers of the Great Zimbabwe ruins, indicating through imagery that the indigenous people 
worshiped the Phoenician creators (see Figure 4). Yet when McEwen started his Workshop 
School at the National Gallery in 1960 (McEwen 1970), he linked the ruins and the stone birds 
found at the site as a continuing tradition for the sculptors he nurtured. 
The stone sculpture movement found itself at the crux of indigenous affirmation of 
identity on the one hand, and the countervailing Rhodesian government’s rhetoric utilized to 
rationalize the confiscation of land on the other hand.  As occurs in many political regimes, the 
mechanisms for social control resided in the symbolic processes of state-making.  Through 
media, public and private debates, and utilization of law the nation-state, as a fractious body, 
defines itself by instantiating and legitimizing that power (Anderson 1991).  This is why the 
symbolism of the ancient stone ruins and sculptures, as embodied at Great Zimbabwe, became 
critical to both the Rhodesian and post-independence state-building project – an ideological 
program that would later severely weaken the Zimbabwean stone sculpture movement. 
The long impact of the Rhodesian regimes misinformation became apparent to me when I 
began research in the country in 2001.  Visiting the Great Zimbabwe ruins, a friend and I hired a 
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local guide to show us the impressive complex.  While walking towards the hill complex a 
German couple joined our tour, and at three different points the man asked if the ruins were 
created by outsiders.  The tourist’s continued insistence in the belief that the locals were not 
capable of building the ancient city highlights the cultural capital inherent in claiming the 
symbolism of the abandoned civilization. 
When McEwen started his Workshop School emphasizing the link in contemporary stone 
carving to the Great Zimbabwe civilization, he implicitly joined the debate about black 
sovereignty.28  My intent in drawing out the overlaps between these political projects is not to 
reemphasize a contiguous link to sculpting, as did McEwen, but to demonstrate how the stone 
sculpture is tied to the literal bedrock of the nation (Larkin 2011), while also describing how the 
context changed over time.  In 1964, an article in the Rand Daily Mail described two sculptures 
shown in Johannesburg, with one titled “The Handcuffed Prisoner.”  The author wrote:  
…the piece is somewhat prophetic. During recent riots in Salisbury [now Harare], 
Denson Dube [the sculptor], walking on the outskirts of the crowd carrying a 
particularly fine piece of stone which he had just obtained for his next sculptural 
work, was arrested as a suspect in a rock throwing incident. He was imprisoned 
for three months because he refused to contest the charge, in spite of the efforts 
made by Mr. Frank McEwen, Director of the National Gallery to persuade him to 
do so (H.E.W. 1964). 
The artists commented on the politics of the time through his artwork, while McEwen 
demonstrated his position in the nationalist struggle.  Although the sculpture allowed 
                                                 
28 In light of the rhetorical fight for the ownership of the cultural capital of Great Zimbabwe, post-independence 
locals have lamented their loss of control over the site from the post-colonial state (Fontein 2006).  The process of 
state-making resulted in people living in the area being moved from near the ruins, emphasizing how the practices of 
the nation define and demarcate through state control of its citizens (cf. Das and Poole 2004). 
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both an outlet for political persuasion and a powerful affirmation of indigenous belief, as 
the primary patron and director of the Rhodes National Gallery, McEwen provided 
patently false “translations” of many artworks, leading to declining status in the sculpture 
movement within international art markets in later years (see Chapters 3 and 4). 
Embedded within the historical context of the second Chimurenga, McEwen was at the 
center of many debates over the years.  These included white Rhodesians’ condemnation of his 
celebration of indigenous culture and art (Arnold 1989, Larkin 2011, Morton 2003, Zilberg 
2001a), which led to his eventual resignation from the Rhodes Gallery (1973) before majority 
independence in 1980 (McEwen 1988).  Following his directorship, debates swirled around the 
level to which McEwen spuriously linked the previous stone carving practices of Shona peoples, 
as found in the Great Zimbabwe ruins, to the Western-inspired artistic practices of sculptors in 
his 1960s and ‘70s workshops (Fagan 1969, Garlake 1994, Kasfir 2000, Pearce 1993, Zilberg 
1996).  At the turn of the 21st century, scholars raised concerns regarding the extent to which 
McEwen’s patronage resulted in the stone sculpture movement’s success as set against the 
agency of sculptors and other supporters (Kinsella 2005, Morton 2003).     
The continued focus on McEwen as the patron who single-handedly guided the success 
of Zimbabwean sculpture led one U.S.-based gallery owner to tell me in 2002, “I am sick of 
hearing about McEwen!”  Although we can now acknowledge that much of the earlier literature 
over-stressed McEwen’s role (Kasfir 1981, Mor 1987, Ponter and Ponter 1992, Sultan 1999), it is 
important to recognize that the movement probably would not have gained its well-received 
international reputation without him—including major exhibitions at the Museum of Modern Art 
in New York in 1969, and two shows in France (1971, 1972) (Winter-Irving 1995).  McEwen’s 
rejection of pieces that he did not think fit for international art markets – which he derisively 
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called unoriginal artworks, or “airport art” – derived from his evaluation of sculptures at the 
National Gallery’s workshop (Zilberg 1996:103).  The dual role that McEwen played of patron 
and judge boosted the distinction of the art movement on international art circuits.  However, it is 
equally critical to examine the agency of the artists themselves, as well as the efforts of other 
early patrons in promoting the Zimbabwean art movement.   
In contrast to the curatorial sensibilities of McEwen – including his emphasis on 
approving the “quality” of the sculpture, and his insistence on representing artists’ culture 
through his own descriptions (Zilberg 1996) – a white tobacco farmer, Tom Blomefield, created 
a village cooperative that was open to anyone willing to try sculpting.  Tengenenge, as the rural 
community was called, came about as Blomefield was forced to seek alternative income after the 
imposition of sanctions by the U.S. and Great Britain in 1966, following Rhodesia’s declaration 
of independence for the purpose of maintaining minority rule.  Although Blomefield did not have 
training in the arts, he took advantage of nearby deposits of stone and encouraged his 
farmworkers to turn to sculpting (Joosten 2001).  The village of farmworkers at Tengenenge 
transitioned into an artists’ cooperative, with one generation of stone sculptors training the 
next—a practice that continues today.29  The continuity of working artists within a functioning 
rural community highlights how art created in one location gains different meanings in specific 
historical and geographic contexts.  To understand these meanings we must first look at the 
original context of creation, the environment where belief is embodied in artwork – the rural 
artists’ cooperative of Tengenenge. 
The village of Tengenenge is located 150 kilometers north of the capital city of Harare.  
Many overseas collectors visit this out-of-the-way place because the vast quantities of sculpture 
                                                 
29 Except for a short break during the fight for independence, when the village was mostly abandoned, Tengenenge 
has been in existence since 1966 (Zilberg 1996:132).   
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produced there creates a convenient locale for buying artwork that also has a provenance as one 
of the oldest outlets in the country.  The draw of both talking with first-generation sculptors and 
observing their interaction with international buyers provided impetus for me to visit 
Tengenenge during my first trip to the country (2001).  Turning off the main road, my driver and 
I bounced over kilometers of dirt road towards the mountain range of the Great Dyke, passing 
rows and rows of tobacco plants waving in the breeze.  Finally, after crossing an empty field 
with a 7-foot-tall stone owl acting as silent sentinel, I saw a hand-painted sign tacked to a tree 
welcoming us to Tengenenge.  Continuing farther into the forest, we were suddenly surrounded 
by thousands of sculptures of various shapes, sizes and colors (see Figure 5). 
The forest of sculptures at Tengenenge provides a place where buyers can view hundreds 
of artists’ work.30  Indeed, the history and continuing prestige of the place combine to guarantee 
that some artists such as Matemera can earn thousands of dollars for their sculpture because of 
their provenance, while other Zimbabwean sculptors at the village make a pittance.  At 
Tengenenge, both collectors and tourists can visit the cooperative and find artwork that fits 
vastly different levels of prestige and, accordingly, price—with multiple processes of valuation 
occurring in the same space.  Creating an open-air market mentality as sculptures are sold (and in 
the past, the tourist experience of viewing “African ceremonies” through Nyau dances in the 
village) provided a conglomeration of ethnic experiences based in “tradition” (Zilberg 2001b).  
 
Ethnicity and Tradition in Zimbabwean Stone Sculpture 
The selling of “tradition” occurred both at Tengenenge village and within McEwen’s 
Workshop School.  Furthermore, it was through McEwen’s marketing that “Shona” stone 
sculpture made its impact within the modern art world.  Springing from the racial categories of 
                                                 
30 See Chapter 3 for further discussion of Tengenenge village. 
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the colonial era, “ethnicity” allowed European powers to first map the relations of political 
power between “tribal” peoples over social space, and then facilitated a means to implement a 
“divide-and-conquer” strategy (Worby 1994).  In the hotly contested domains of, first, colonial 
states, and then post-independence nations (see Chapter 5), these identities became fixed to some 
degree as both colonizer and colonized searched for an autochthonous rationale for rule.  
The contestation of cultural capital as claim to the nation played out in the debate over 
the roots of Great Zimbabwe, as described above.  The importance of claims to origination were 
exacerbated during colonialism, as ethnicities became categories critical to dividing and 
conquering indigenous peoples.  The historical legacy of ethnicity – solidified during the judicial 
process of marginalizing people during the colonial era – provided a foundation for later 
assertions for constitutional freedom (Comaroff 2005).  Development of “ethnicity” as an 
identity attached to human rights also became imbricated in access to markets during the rise of 
nationalism and in the postcolonial era.   
While these identities were being tempered in the hot fires of protest against the colonial 
state, the “primitive arts” were being collected as valid expressions of human creativity in the 
West (see Chapter 1).  The transition to majority rule brought a rise in national museums that on 
the one hand perpetuated the primitive Other as rooted in the past, yet essential to the foundation 
of the nation-state.  On the other hand, artworks that were once sold as older tourist arts became 
worth money as a “high ethnic art” rooted in the past (Errington 1998).  While ethnic identity 
became protected as a progression of human rights founded within the laws of the nation, it also 
furthered the commodification of “cultural” distinctiveness – in effect, incorporating ethnicity 
(Comaroff and Comaroff 2009).  The overlap between ethnicity and the marketplace provides the 
beginning and endpoint of Zimbabwean stone sculpture within this study, but it is conflict 
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between identity and markets that also allows comparisons to other “traditional” art movements 
around the world. 
From a variety of examples ranging from contemporary Australian Aboriginal paintings 
to Mexican national arts, scholars of non-Western art traditions such as Fred Myers have 
“observed two specific regimes of value, one delineated in the art/commodity opposition, which 
we might refer to as a market framing, and the other delineated around ethnic and national 
identity” (Myers 2001:31).  Referring to the folk dichotomy of “fine art” vs. “tourist art” and 
how these regimes of value overlap with identity – an example of examining how patrons frame 
the marketplace utilizing authoritative knowledge – anthropologist Molly Mullin studied the 
markets for Southwest Native American art.  Exploring the rich white female elite’s 
connoisseurial effects on the collection of indigenous artifacts provides insight into the process 
of identity formation through the market. 
In the southwest United States in the 1920s, Mullin explains how a group of upper-
middle class women left the Northeast to find America’s “true exotic roots” in southwest Native 
American art.  Their predilection to turn towards the cultural roots of the country reflected a 
class-based elite bias, but also self-interest in promoting “a desired shift in values [towards the 
‘natural’] and public policies [towards Native Americans]” (Mullin 2001:33).  The author 
explains how identities were increasingly defined in relation to commodity consumption in the 
early 20th century.  Conservative elites were able to affirm undervalued people, thereby finding 
an authentic indigeneity.  Additionally, although middle-class women were excluded from “high 
culture,” they were able to consume through fashion and “culture clubs.”  In this way, these 
women sought a freedom from certain gender constraints in the consumption of places and 
goods, while restricting their ambition to consume in the service of society.  However, this was 
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not just a mindless consumption, but also an activism in the service of Native Americans, and 
transcendence over their own “domestication” through a control over boundaries, meanings, and 
value of things (Mullin 2001). 
As the patrons demonstrated a joy in buying indigenous art, they also claimed a 
connoisseurship in their denunciation of “tourist art” (Mullin 2001:62).  The combination of 
personal and consumptive liberation was tempered by an authoritative knowledge somewhat 
dependent on previous approval from anthropologists as to whether an artist was “authentic” 
(Mullin 2001:79).  Their motivation was to raise Native American art to the status of “fine art,” 
raising the works above the status of “tourist art” imposed by middlemen—although they did not 
see themselves as imposing “alien influence.”  Through this process of differentiation, they 
created a hierarchy of value, and “one of the most direct and elementary means for patrons to 
exercise authority in the Indian art market was to purchase what they liked (for themselves and 
for other) and at higher prices than most tourists and traders were willing to pay” (Mullin 
1995:174).   
This practice of connoisseurship acts to build economic significance attached to 
particular valued artists.  Although decisions made by the upscale buyers were intended to create 
cultural capital for the Southwestern arts by distinguishing tourist art from fine art, the effects 
within the Native American community were profound.  As individual potters and painters 
became recognized for their artworks, the arbitrary patronage resulted in economic inequality 
and divisiveness among the pueblos (Mullin 1995:179).  This case study from the U.S. 
Southwest reminds us that in understanding the impact of opening access to national and 
international art markets, we must not just examine the role of patrons, but also how artists react 
to the new opportunities offered by powerful patrons. 
 47 
 
A contemporary example that parallels Zimbabwean stone sculpture’s spurious links to 
an ancient tradition is the rock art “tradition” of the San peoples as sold to tourists in southern 
Africa as began in the 1990s.  Drawing on ancient iconography from the huge array of 
prehistoric painted rock art found in the area, contemporary San artists decorate beadwork, 
etched and burned patterns on ostrich egg shells, and contemporary paintings with symbolism 
that is similar, but has no direct link to the ancient art traditions.  Comparable to the rise of 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture in the 1960s, the appearance of the San art not only corresponded 
with the political awakening of the San people as they began to assert themselves in national 
politics, but the artwork also appeals to Western collectors who are looking for “its alleged 
primitivism and its ‘eerie echoes’ with rock art of yore” (Guenther 2006:160).  Although some 
San people are drawn into a primitivizing identity discourse that suffuses discussion about their 
exhibitions, other San artists attach their names to their work and create themed artwork that 
demonstrates their post-foraging lifestyles—which “counteracts the tendency to place the art 
within a generic ethnic slot” (Guenther 2006:180).   
Other studies also demonstrate how artists may continue to operate within ethnic 
frameworks while contradicting seemingly rigid categories imposed by the expectations of art 
patrons.  In eastern Africa, similar to the buyers of San artwork, tourists provide a vast market to 
those who can access the materials and cultural capital.  In this example, Samburu artists from 
interior Kenya travel to the coast where they change into traditional dress and beads to sell 
souvenir spears and shields to tourists.  When drawn into conversation with tourists, they 
generically refer to themselves as “Maasai” – a different ethnic group that is more prevalent in 
the tourist imaginary (Kasfir 1999).  This flexibility in claiming ethnicity in relation to the 
marketplace provides parallels with Zimbabwean stone sculpture, as McEwen sold the sculpture 
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as “Shona” artwork, yet many migrant workers from Malawi, Zambia, and Mozambique, with no 
Shona ancestry, found themselves living at Tengenenge while it was a farm and then later 
became artists.  
In Zimbabwe, the utilization of ethnicity in a flexible manner sprang from McEwen’s 
marketing of the sculpture as “Shona.”  Sculptors themselves used the museum director’s 
specious links to Great Zimbabwe to bring their own culture into discussions about the art—
although most of those dialogues occurred through McEwen.  Between the ethnic misnomer and 
links to an “ancient tradition,” we begin to see how McEwen’s effort began a leveraging and 
branding of ethnic identity within neoliberal markets (Comaroff and Comaroff 2009).  
Owing to McEwen’s conflation of ethnicity and “creative art,” between the negotiation of 
an artist’s identity linked to individual artworks and the conflation of traditional religious belief 
with “modern” art (see Figure 6), the aesthetics of Zimbabwean stone art confuse buyers when 
one talks about the “Zimbabwean stone sculpture movement.”  Further complicating the 
“branded” image of “Shona” sculpture, during the international expansion and success of the 
movement in the 1970s, McEwen often paternalistically denigrated the “airport art” found on 
roadsides that was aimed at tourists.  While describing how his Workshop School fit within 
global art movements, in the journal African Arts, he wrote:  
Today, Africa, lacking traditions, is seething with a desire for expression 
demanding outlet. There is a vast potential of creativity to be tapped and canalized 
and, like all art movements in history, it requires an umbrella of 
protection. Without intelligent encouragement and understanding, this vital urge 
may, by circumstances, be forced into negative, uncertain paths. Already today, 
an infinite potential of natural creativity is being debased and adulterated beyond 
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repair by the mechanical mass production of objects for the tourist trash trade. 
This we have termed “airport art” (1968:22). 
McEwen’s condemnation arose from a patron’s desire for “quality.”  Perhaps this was a 
judgment he would see vindicated, as during the late 1990s through the turn of the 21st century, 
one could easily find certain stylistic themes in abundance along the roads in Zimbabwe (see 
Chapter 3).   
 
Intertwining “Shona” Identity Politics and Value in Sculpture  
Thus far, the premise that art is a social process valued differently depending on the 
circumstances has highlighted a complex positioning of and for Zimbabwean artists: they see 
their creation of sculpture as an opportunity to tell other people about their “culture,” yet at the 
same time they sculpt to make a living, and the movement is labeled a “craft,” resulting in 
significantly less income per artwork.31  Referring to the Western tradition of art markets, Sally 
Price explains how the Euro-American conception of art is organized into a chronological 
ordering of successive schools, their practices, and progression of styles (1991:56).  In contrast, 
“custom” is seen to dominate non-Western art styles, wherein the faceless artist (in this example, 
the Zimbabwean stone sculptor) is chained to the power of group tradition (Price 1991:58-60).  
Additionally, “custom” or “tradition” is interpreted as a static, unchanging culture – the exact 
opposite of how Modern art is conventionally viewed and marketed (Price 1991:63, 66).  The 
tension between art that highlights cultural stories, and international art that builds on the 
progress of a modern society, was a paradox in which Zimbabwean sculptors have become 
                                                 
31 For example, a 10-inch-tall piece was sold at a roadside market in Cape Point South Africa for $21 (Rand 150), 
and a 6-inch sculpture at Tengenenge in Zimbabwe sold for $10.  In contrast to both of these locations, Maryoll 
Gallery in Johannesburg sold their cheapest 12-inch-tall sculpture for $407 (Rand 2,850)—all prices observed in 
2011. 
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increasingly enmeshed over the past 60 years.  Although McEwen originally sold Zimbabwean 
stone sculpture on international art scenes as a contemporary art movement, it has now been 
saddled with labels of “traditional” and “tourist” art—categories that lessen the value of the 
artwork in contemporary collectors’ eyes. 
The sculpture was often described by McEwen as “traditional” – which held much more 
cache in the “fine art” world during his time – as epitomized in his writing: “The acute presence 
of distinctive local myth and folklore is also reflected in the work” (1967:n.p.).  The artwork 
continues to be labeled as “Shona” by dealers when an exhibition of the sculpture moves through 
a contemporary gallery.  Even now, the identity of an African traditional art continues, as a 
recent U.S. exhibition advertisement explained: “The collection depicts a traditional African 
family’s attitude and close bond to nature and the environment.”  This exhibit in Saint Louis 
presented “monumental, hand-carved sculptures by African artists from Zimbabwe… of stone 
animals, families, and creatures of legend” (Mobot 2007:n.p.).  These tropes of tradition are 
perpetuated by the actions of the sculptors in a series of “rules,” emphasizing what Hobsbawm 
and Ranger might point out is the very definition of an “invented tradition” (1983).  
The marketing strategy of using these stereotypes of “African identity” are embodied by 
artists as practices that include the handing down of the skills to sculpt through families via 
apprenticeships, because of the dearth of formal art education programs, both pre- and post-
independence (Abraham 2002, Moyo 1989).  Nowhere other than within the “cultural intimacy” 
(Herzfeld 2005) of the home is the state’s perpetuation of an invented tradition (Larkin 2011), 
and sculptors’ adoption of this tradition, more pronounced (Zilberg 1996).  An environment 
where the teaching of an artisanal craft such as sculpture results in people from around the globe 
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visiting to buy artwork teaches the family, as well as neighbors, that utilizing indigenous artistic 
expression within international markets can bring wealth (cf. Colloredo-Mansfield 1999).   
The fact that sculptors maintain the image of tradition while they work not only continues 
to reify the sculpture as an “African-based” art, but also acts as a bridge between Western and 
Shona ideologies.  Sculpture that is primarily made for outsiders – with a prevalence of subject 
matter that lends itself to a description of religious beliefs – can act as a dialogue between 
discrete cultural traditions (Jules-Rosette 1984).  Further reifying the sculptures’ roots in 
traditional culture, artists often discuss how the creative impulse is influenced by dreams and 
spirits.  The mashave are Shona and Ndebele spirits that are seen as responsible for an 
individual’s creativity, as expressed in possession dances, hunting, playing the mbira (“thumb 
piano”), divining, and healing (Bourdillon 1998:243, Lan 1985).32  Scholarly references describe 
how the spirits historically called people to certain trades, such as headrest carving or 
blacksmithing (Dewey 1986).  Springing from the tradition of these creative spirits, the success 
of Zimbabwean stone sculpture was also framed in the context of mashave inspiring the sculptors 
(Feshbach 1993).  One of the well-known first-generation sculptors, Thomas Mukarobgwa, 
described the artistic process and how it is stimulated by the ancestors (Dewey 1991:45).  Yet the 
backlash against McEwen’s spurious links to “tradition” resulted in later critiques by curators 
and scholars of the “myth and magic” perpetuated by artists (see Chapter 3).   
In assertions of authoritative knowledge, institutional stakeholders condemn McEwen’s 
cultural fabrications while also dismissing the artists’ claims of indigenous inspiration as 
pandering to the marketplace.  William Dewey, a Shona art historian, has critiqued Western 
scholars’ writings on the sculpture movement for over-emphasizing subject matter without 
                                                 
32 The mashave are usually described as wandering or alien spirits – not spirits of local ancestors – that bestow a 
talent on their hosts (Bourdillon 1998:156, 164, 242, Gelfand 1959:122-52).  
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placing it within “'traditional' modes of thought” (1991:46).  Other scholars such as Zimbabwean 
special educator, Constantine Ngara, have condemned what they see as Western ethnocentrism, 
saying, “Although [anthropologist] Zilberg [has] criticized Shona artists’ metaphor of creativity - 
talking with stones to release their spirits as ‘unrealistic mystification of creativity’ ([Zilberg 
1996:] 191), these are in fact part of indigenous cultural constructions of reality pertaining to 
creativity” (Ngara 2008:111).  Despite the debate about representations of the sculpture within 
the scholarly community, the fact remains that the movement was originally promoted as an 
ethnic art movement by the Shona peoples inhabiting colonial Rhodesia (cf. McEwen 1967). 
Using ethnicity as both a marketing source and an autochthonous identity can result in 
economic profit (Comaroff and Comaroff 2009).  However, many have critiqued the 
Zimbabwean sculpture movement for essentializing and commodifying culture, especially 
through the use of indigenous religion (Mamamine 1998, Zilberg 1996).  The contestation of 
who “owns” culture is at the root of the debate.  Although the nation of Zimbabwe claimed the 
stone sculpture movement upon independence (Larkin 2011), there is now a debate about how 
the sculpture is being sold and what that means for its future in international markets (see 
Chapters 4 and 5).33 
  As mentioned above, McEwen emphasized the links among the past, contemporary 
sculpture, and indigenous beliefs.  The performative aspects of creating authenticity (cf. Landry 
2011, Silverman forthcoming) involves a contestation within fields of power (Dreyfus, Rabinow, 
and Foucault 1983).  The success of Zimbabwean stone sculpture in international markets 
occurred due to McEwen and Blomefield’s patronage – an example of what some scholars would 
consider “cannibalizing” culture (Root 1996).  Before turning to more recent sculptural practices, 
                                                 
33 For a related discussion of indigenous Canadian identity and artifacts, see Sharma 1999. 
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we can gain further insight into the effects of international markets on artistic practices by briefly 
examining other workshops in Africa. 
 
Representing Difference through “Traditional” Art and in African Workshops 
 The shaping of identity through both the marketplace and the colonial state occurs in 
many places elsewhere on the African continent.  Although the major impetus for European 
colonialism was the extraction of raw materials for industrialization in the metropole, the 
creation of new markets also brought about the rise of art workshops to fulfill consumer 
demands.  Ironically, workshops facilitated both commercialization and the production of 
stylistic conventions.  As mentioned above, the mission workshops and McEwen’s Workshop 
School were all located at the contested nexus of identity politics. 
African material culture in both folk and scholarly discussions was often framed in 
relation to its utilitarian nature, consequently confounding those people who were unsure if it 
was “art” (Dewey and Mvenge 1997).  The discomfort exhibited in categorization parallels the 
Euro-American practice of acknowledging that “art” should be separated from “more base” talk 
of commodities (Plattner 1998).34  Therefore, discussions about “art” in the context of Africa 
often revert to its function—while condemning art that operates solely as a creator of income.  
Interrogating the folk distinctions between “traditional art,” “tourist art,” and “fine art,” by 
briefly examining both how art has been commodified in workshops (generally run by 
Europeans) and how that overlaps with indigenous belief systems, we can better understand 
Zimbabwean stone sculptures’ current dilemma—condemnation as “fake” tradition. 
One of the most in-depth studies of African art is the work by Susan Vogel in Côte 
d’Ivoire.  Following over 20 years of research on Baule art, Vogel’s analysis demonstrates how 
                                                 
34 For a related discussion on spheres of exchange, see Bohannan 1955. 
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the masks used in masquerades, elaborately carved doors, and spirit figures, while aesthetically 
pleasing to both the Baule and Western art collectors, are viewed in very different ways.  To 
Euro-American art collectors, the physical beauty of the artwork is often the center of attention.  
To the Baule, in contrast, the physical form of the object is somewhat tangential to its spiritual 
efficacy – although Baule viewers will comment on the skill utilized to produce a beautiful item 
(Vogel 1997:29).  Carved spirit figures and shrines provide personal spiritual and medicinal 
protection that are often hidden away from others, thus not seen as “art” as art in the Western 
sense, but conflated as invisible powers, the mundane physical objects that may house the spirits, 
and the superb sculptures in which the same spirits may dwell (Vogel 1997:80).  Whereas the art 
historian would dwell on the sculptures due to their aesthetic properties, according to Vogel the 
differing view of the Baule on what constitutes a sublime object creates a fundamental 
disjuncture between the gaze of Western collectors and that of Baule peoples.  
In an earlier volume, Vogel provides some tantalizing hints as to why Zimbabwean stone 
sculpture fell out of favor despite it being sold as a “fine art.”  She describes the problem with 
labeling African artists as “contemporary”, “modern”, or “individual,” and turns to the label of 
“international,” because it denotes the nature of the work in the catalog—the artists' formative 
circumstances (e.g. profiling how they have been trained in Western-style art academies) and 
their working situation by primarily addressing an international audience (Vogel 1991:182-83).  
Although she notes that asking “How African are these artists and their work?” rests upon a 
stereotyped assumption of what it means to be African, after discussing how these assumptions 
might be based upon the naive belief that “true” artists tap a deep well of ancestral knowledge, 
she includes a footnote that refers to “Shona” stone sculpture (Vogel 1991:184, fn. 14).  She then 
describes how McEwen mined this “ancient creativity” ideology despite there being “no 
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significant local stone sculpture tradition and barely any tradition of figurative sculpture” 
(p.195); consequently Vogel seemingly dismisses the art movement. 
Examining other workshops from around Africa, similarly, we find critics and curators 
condemning European-created workshops.  The Osogbo School in Nigeria, begun in the 1960s 
by Ulli Beier with a few experimental workshops, was also viewed with disdain by gatekeepers 
as it was based on imputed “traditional” practices (Probst 2004).  Painters, sculptors, theater 
performers, and playwrights fed off the inspiration generated by the cross-fertilization of the arts, 
and drew from both modern art and traditional religion (Okeke-Agulu 2013).  Similar to 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture, artwork was sold to expatriates, but the difference was said to be 
that wealthier black Nigerians started to buy the paintings and mixed media installations for their 
own houses, and Beier did not take as heavy-handed a role in curatorship as did McEwen (Beier 
1988).  Some Nigerian artists, such as Twins Seven-Seven, made their own connections within 
international art worlds and became quite successful.  Yet the disjuncture between local orisha 
worship and the art movement have led to critiques of the Osogbo artists’ representations of 
“culture” as “kitsch” (Cosentino 1991:248). 
 Condemnation of this Western-mediated art form parallels the history of Zimbabwean 
stone sculpture (see Chapter 3).  The movement turned into an “art of heritage” as many artists 
now market to tourists visiting the osun grove and the annual Osun Osogbo Festival (Probst 
2011).  The combination of artistic praxis and acknowledgement that most, if not all, 
“traditional” art has been “entangled” with colonial histories (Thomas 1991, Welsch 2006) led to 
very similar outcomes in Nigeria and Zimbabwe—both having genesis in the crux of the 
Modernist artistic era, and colonial Africa.  
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More recently, bridging the gap between colonialism and international tourist markets, 
Sydney Kasfir describes the commodification of culture within specific historical frameworks by 
comparing analysis of Idoma masks from Nigeria and Samburu spears from Kenya (2007).  
Utilizing practice theory (cf. Ortner 2006), which places the creators and vendors within 
historical context, Kasfir’s emphasis draws attention away from the hegemony of workshops 
towards the effects of the artists’ actions.  In both the Nigerian and Kenyan cases, British 
colonial authorities banned the indigenous ritual practices (Idoma head hunting and Samburu 
bloodletting by spear).  Kasfir proposes that these early colonial sanctions resulted in artistic 
innovation, as Idoma sculptors started carving symbolic heads in place of enemies’ skulls in 
ceremonies, while Samburu blacksmiths adjusted by moving further away from colonial centers 
to trade with other peoples, as they also expanded production of objects unrelated to defense.  
Locating continued ritual practices of warriorhood – and the consequent innovation of material 
culture during colonial suppression – Kasfir positions local aesthetics both in contrast to and in 
concurrence with Western museum and art collectors.  
 In Kenya, colonial authorities cast the Samburu as “the noble warrior,” while the 
Nigerian Idoma were perceived as recalcitrant.  These characterizations ultimately changed not 
only artistic practices, but also the reception of the developing two art traditions in Modernist 
Western art markets: the Samburu spear became an icon for the endangered warrior, while Idoma 
masks were collected as singular sacred artifacts.  Kasfir explains how these Western-based 
distinctions often create a new image of authenticity depending on how a work of art affects the 
collector (in addition to its valuation by art gatekeepers);35 by contrast, as Vogel has suggested in 
                                                 
35 How the identity of an object is authenticated will be explored further in Chapter 3.  Note here how the collecting 
practices of connoisseurs create value in specific types of art, and what they do or do not buy authenticates certain 
categories of artwork. 
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the case of the Baule, African validity usually relies on an assessment of the efficacy of the ritual 
object.36  Kasfir then describes how Nigerian and Kenyan artists learned to modernize, adeptly 
moving between these two knowledge systems—and, ironically using holdover colonial 
perceptions to continue innovating.  Accordingly, the typical Western collector continues to 
value older masks and spears that signify a “disappearing culture” related to the tradition of 
warrior societies, while the Samburu see their lifestyle revered, as foreigners continue to 
authenticate Samburu values by buying spears and documenting their warrior identities in 
photographs and films.  Furthermore, after locating the artistic practices of carving and spear-
making both in cultural custom and during transition, as colonial collectors moved objects 
between categories of ethnographic artifact to those of art, Kasfir also chronicles continuing 
innovation in the face of increasing commodification.  The success of these practices perhaps lies 
in the nature of these objects not considered “art” by collectors, a different factor for 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture. 
 Despite the braiding of artwork as a commodity and innovative creation, in the case of 
“Shona sculpture,” the artists have been critiqued for pandering to international art markets by 
creating tourist art, while the Idoma and Samburu both negotiate this terrain after colonial 
solidification of masks and pastoralist warriors’ material culture as authentic.  The inventiveness 
of their artistic practice, according to Kasfir, is situated in a masculinity universalized by, first, 
colonial accounts and now, media romanticization, resulting in an astute understanding of 
foreign markets by the artists, so that Samburu currently travel to urban centers and change from 
Western clothes into their iconic red clothing to sell miniature spears to tourists.  Ironically, 
commodification of the icons of African warriors reifies their culture in the face of post-colonial 
                                                 
36 A robust literature exists on worldviews that ritually transform “objects” into something more than “art.”  
Especially in Africa, “art” is often seen as a process, rather than a finished product (cf. Rush 2013). 
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change.  Nevertheless, Kasfir insists that such cultural change is not just imposed from outside, 
but is actively engaged, resulting in innovation that challenges Western conceptions of African 
art existing outside history or placed within idealized readings of cultural practice (2007).  The 
innovative “traditions” of the Samburu and Idoma were both impacted, and altered by, 
colonialism.  The difference between their changing traditions and “Shona” sculpture reflect that 
most authors condemning Zimbabwean stone sculpture portray the movement as though 
McEwen culturally imposed Western ideas on the artists. 
 Providing the base for critiques of the sculpture movement, art historian Thomas 
McEvilley described the four stages of Modernism within the African continent as: precolonial, 
colonial, nativist reaction, and postcolonial (1999).  The trajectory he maps retains a patina of 
social Darwinism as he explains the third stage by way of an example: “one could point, say, to 
the so-called Shona sculpture that toured the United States a couple of years ago, with its 
somewhat falsified nativism and artificial references to tradition” (McEvilley 1999:305).  He 
concludes, explaining how other postcolonial African artists’ futures lay wide open as they are 
free to borrow from other cultures, “includ[ing] the Western idea of the autonomous role of the 
artists, and along with it the belief in art as a liberating spiritual force in relation to society and its 
problems” (McEvilley 1999:317).  Yet, between his critique of Zimbabwean stone sculpture and 
his valorization of “postcolonial African artists,” he only seems to accord agency to the latter. 
 So what is the theoretical problem with markets altering an artistic practice in the 
Zimbabwean context?  Is it that McEwen pushed a Western-based agenda in a Modernist vision 
of multiculturalism in Rhodesia?  Or is the difficulty that Zimbabwean sculpture is still being 
sold as an “ethnic” or “traditional” practice despite some of these links being debunked and 
acknowledged by scholars and non-scholars alike?  Is the dilemma that it has become an “ethnic 
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art” after falling out of the category of “fine art?”  Ultimately, these are questions best addressed 
in another project, because my concern lies primarily with the manner in which Zimbabwean 
stone sculptors have been marginalized, consequently leading migrant sculptors to travel in order 
to find new markets (see Chapters 4 and 5). 
 
Conclusion 
Starting in the 1950s, anthropologists began to write about African art in ways that upset 
theorizations of culture as a static object of study (Biebuyck 1969, Cordwell 1959).  Highlighting 
the links between a variety of cultures and art production (Graburn 1976), anthropologists noted 
that distinctions between “fine art” and “primitive artisans” were patently false because all art 
production occurs within a cultural context (D’Azevedo 1973).  Building on the early work of 
these scholars who explored the question of whether tribal artists were constrained by tradition 
(e.g. Biebuyck 1969), I have attempted to explore the “traditions” of contemporary artists. 
Contrasting how some Zimbabwean artists sustain a lucrative living within international 
art worlds while other Zimbabwean sculptors hold to an essentialized version of their craft 
highlights how upscale art markets constrain and, in some cases, determine the output of artists 
in southern Africa.  Authoritative knowledge instantiates itself in museum and collecting 
traditions by global art connoisseurs arising from the post-Enlightenment celebration of the 
individual artist and neoliberal markets.37  In the following chapter, I discuss how post-
independence-era patrons, critics, and artists asserted their own ideas of what makes authentic 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture. 
                                                 
37 For the history of art markets, cf. Blau 1996, Clifford 1988, Cubitt 2002, Oguibe 1999, 2004; on the rise and 
naturalization of capitalism, cf. Polanyi 2001, Wolf 1982. 
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Although the post-independence era produced a more level playing field that allowed 
larger numbers of artists the opportunity to directly interact with buyers, this engagement 
resulted in a hyperperpetualization of the “Shona” artwork discourse.  In turn, this dialogue 
increasingly became lambasted by international art markets as contrived.  Caught between 
condemnation of critiques and the need to feed their families, sculptors took advantage of a 
broader range of prospective consumers in Zimbabwe and beyond.  In Chapter 3, I will explore 
the more direct effects that buyers had on the evolving Zimbabwean stone sculpture movement 
as post-independence markets opened up possibilities.  The gallery owners and curators lost 
some hold on authoritative knowledge as collectors often went straight to the sculptors.  We will 
explore how, although sculptors were still “begging” through the sale of art, a new generation of 
artists took advantage of greater options to varied effect.  
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CHAPTER 3 
POST-INDEPENDENCE MARKETS: 
THRIVING OPPORTUNITIES AND NEGOTIATING AUTHENTICITY 
 
The stone sculpture movement saw burgeoning markets, as tourism expanded after 
sanctions were lifted against the late colonial regime.  Following the Rhodesian regime, spirits 
were high, and accessibility to markets allowed more contact between sculptors and buyers – 
permitting the producers of the artwork to sell the sculpture using their own words, rather than 
relying on European patrons who travelled with exhibitions to other parts of the world.  Although 
most of the material in this chapter discusses the period following independence to the beginning 
of Zimbabwe’s economic and political decline on the international stage – 1980 to approximately 
2007 – I also examine the legacy of McEwen’s simultaneous valorization of the indigenous 
cultural roots and fine art patronage.   
The opening of commercial opportunities provided unprecedented growth of the 
sculpture movement as many first generation sculptors taught relatives, informal markets were 
set up by the side of the road, and artists created workshops at home (see Figure 7).  In tandem 
with a reclamation of the historical patrimony of the nation – one symbolic example being the 
printing of an image of the Great Zimbabwe ruins on the Zimbabwean dollar – the sculpture was 
presented on the international stage as a symbol of the state through a gift of artwork offered by 
the nation to Prince Charles and Lady Diana Spencer for their wedding (H.R. 1981).  However, 
the solidification of ethnicity as an identifying factor also resulted in the movement falling out of 
favor with critics (Martin 2007).  Yet contemporary African artists often mine stereotypes for 
inspiration, and the use of traditional religion for symbolic themes is still prevalent within 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture (cf. Muros 2012, Winter-Irving 2004).  Christopher Till, who was 
the Director at the National Gallery of Zimbabwe shortly after independence (1981-1983), told 
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me that his role at the gallery was to counteract the “myth and magic sort of stuff.”  In 2011, with 
the benefit of hindsight, Till said: 
My view is, because of Zimbabwean stone sculpture’s history, because it was 
projected as it was, and there was no process of critical selection from Day One, it 
regressed back to this field of forms and shapes which said, “It’s this spirit or that 
spirit,” or “It’s this bird or it’s that bird.”  So it’s a mixture of something which 
falls somewhere between real and imagined, between mythology, as I have said, 
and aesthetic possibility produced by an individual artist.   
As acknowledged by the scholars mentioned above, Dewey and Ngara (see Chapter 2), culture 
and religion are necessary lenses through which to understand Zimbabwean stone sculpture.  
However, the anonymous ethnicizing that Till describes has created a problematic marketing 
issue for the sculpture:  
[The movement] still hasn’t positioned itself as one thing or the other. It’s not a 
traditional art form, it is a contemporary art form, but it’s been marketed under a 
brand. I tried to make it individual, and I think the brand thing was so pervasive in 
that there were so many mushrooms of this stuff all over the place, punted by 
people who had little understanding and knowledge of it, that it became… it’s 
held that difficulty, that problem. 
In addition to the mystification of value created within the marketplace as collectors try and 
maintain an authenticity of the sculpture as “art,” most dealers position the artwork as a 
commodity, and the bulk of both buyers and sculptors objectify the sculpture movement within 
their purchasing and selling strategies. 
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Creating Authenticity 
The commodification of the sculpture industry resulted in many critics condemning the 
artwork for its lack of quality (cf. Zilberg 1995), at the same time that patrons such as Till 
(through his position at the National Gallery of Zimbabwe) tried to establish a historical pedigree 
of value through highlighting specific artists.  The production of authenticity rests on the need of 
gatekeepers within art marketplaces to distinguish value, consequently creating distinctions that 
situate commodities entirely within social relations.  Anthropologists examine a wide variety of 
milieus in which authenticity is mobilized.  If “[authenticity] is above all a referent for our self-
positioning vis-à-vis others and the consequence of a specific gaze on others” (Filitz 2013:211-
12) then we must examine the practices of people to understand who exerts authoritative 
knowledge, and in what contexts.   
In the case of Makonde sculpture, carved in both Tanzania and Mozambique, collectors 
say that although this might be considered “tourist” art, the true measure of authenticity is that 
the artwork triggers “an emotional response” (Hirsch 1993:12).  Similar to Zimbabwean 
sculpture, Makonde artwork is a 20th century phenomenon that found relatively less success in 
fine art worlds than in tourist art markets.  The sinewy wooden sculptures of shetani did not gain 
as much recognition, but encountered the same problems of identity (West and Sharpes 2002).38  
Row upon row of both types of artwork can be found in many open-air markets across southern 
Africa, creating a crisis of understanding wherein buyers do not know which forms are valuable 
and which are not.  In deciding what is genuine “art,” whether on the street or in a gallery, the 
                                                 
38 Shetani means “spirit” in Swahili, and the artwork was created by the Makonde for the Portuguese post-World 
War II, in effect, a tourist art (Korn 1974).  Created in both Tanzania and Mozambique, these sculptures have been 
mystified (Mohl 1990), linked with traditional practices (Ministère de la coopération et du développement 1989), 
studied anthropologically (Fouquer 1972, Stout 1966), historicized as an art form (Hayes 1977, Syracuse University 
1970), and been politicized during Mozambique’s fight for independence (Stephen 1990). 
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matter of whether an object is a “copy” often comes into play.39  At the root of the debate over 
Zimbabwean sculptures’ authenticity is whether the movement is a “real” or “genuine” cultural 
phenomenon.  Value is always created through activity between social beings, and that often 
results in selection based on a matter of personal choice (Lambek 2013), whether it is because of 
a belief in the pedigree of an artist, the sincerity of his story about the artwork, or a claim by a 
gallery owner that a particular sculpture would be a good investment. 
Despite the differences in these choices, the marketplace long ago created taxonomies of 
value.  Museums and disciplines such as anthropology assisted in establishing authenticating 
expertise through the process of assessing the legitimacy of objects (Clifford 1988) – remaining 
firmly in the realm of their professional authority (Svasek 2007:133).  Although anthropologists 
have abandoned the idea of an untouched culture (Welsch 2006), the nostalgia for the past 
remains explicitly prevalent both in popular culture and in anthropology (Bucholtz 2003).  It was 
just this penchant for exoticist nostalgia that drove McEwen’s marketing efforts for Zimbabwean 
stone sculpture in the 1960s. 
Understanding that McEwen first created an aura of authenticity for the Zimbabwean 
sculpture movement by relying on in effect “invented traditions” allows us to appreciate the long 
reach into the present that his spurious connection with the Great Zimbabwe ruins still holds.  
His cultural fabrications utilized widespread tropes of African art being authentic only if artwork 
had been used previously within a culture (Steiner 1999:101).  Sculptors continued to talk about 
their traditions to buyers following independence, but the artwork was often labeled as tourist or 
“airport” art.   
                                                 
39 Copies can also be “original enough,” or an authentic reproduction that still maintains its verisimilitude, and it is 
often products displayed in environments as targeted to tourists that can “pass” as genuine replicas (Bruner 
2005:149). 
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The Zimbabwean government reified the position of cultural connection while also 
commodifying the production of sculpture in programs designed to teach war veterans’ 
marketable skills.  In a continued thread of nostalgia for the past through patriotic reimagining of 
history (Ranger 2004, Raftopoulos 1999), buildings constructed by the postcolonial government 
in the 1990s drew architectural inspiration from Great Zimbabwe and other ruins.  In symbolic 
gestures that connected the contemporary administration with the ruling elite of the past, the 
Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe, the Harare International Airport terminal, and the monument for 
war veterans at Heroes Acre all drew on stylizations from the ruins found in the country (Pikirayi 
2006).  Similarly, the past became displayed for tourist consumption in the creation of “generic 
cultural heritage” as instantiated in the Kingdom Hotel near Victoria Falls.  The architecture 
inspired from the forms found at Great Zimbabwe also presented generic conventions, such as 
African warriors and themes of “lost civilizations” (Pikirayi 2006).  The utilization of 
architectural forms and the hyper-commodification of the past by the tourist industry created a 
“brand” of unchanging “tradition” in the present. 
The presentation of these tropes, continually reproduced through the process of 
commercialization, finds parallels with the aura of authenticity that stone sculptors endeavor to 
perpetuate through the tales of traditional culture that they tell to tourists.  Whereas tourist buyers 
find the exotic made familiar through hearing stories of “African family” and spirits, they rarely 
consider the identity politics of global connections and the implication of their authenticating 
particular stereotypical ideologies as consumers (Coronil 2001, Gable and Handler 2005).  The 
serializing of both narrative and aesthetic style creates an authenticity of repetition (Steiner 
1999). 
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In contrast to the “brand” creation of “Zimbabwean stone sculpture,” patrons such as 
Christopher Till, Director of the National Gallery shortly after independence, emphasized the 
pedigree of artists and artworks that utilizes the authoritative knowledge of a gatekeeper.  
Additionally, contemporary Zimbabwean artists explicitly reject “the hackneyed imagery of 
commonplace stone sculpture” after gaining an education in art theory and other modes of 
expression (Matome and Williams 1997:131-2).  From this curatorial perspective, the 
authenticity of contemporary African art resides in an interconnection with the broader art world, 
a problem with which many Zimbabwean sculptors struggle due to the weight of the original 
judgments by McEwen—and continued assessments by international art markets.  
Springing from McEwen’s workshop school in the 1960s, it is instructive to compare the 
history of Zimbabwean stone sculpture up to the 1990s to another movement that promoted 
nationalist arts, the École de Dakar in Senegal.  Similar to the promotion of the arts post-
independence in Zimbabwe, when Leopold Senghor became the first majority-elected president 
in Africa in 1960, he promoted a nationalist art based on negritude (Cochrane 2011).  Utilizing 
state patronage, the movement was based on “structures inherent to Euro-American art worlds 
[that were brought] to bear on African arts, so that ‘fine’ arts were separated from ‘popular’ and 
‘folk’ arts” (Harney 2004:7)—within a modernism based on “primitive art” and the idea that 
artists could appropriate materials and methods from abroad.  Unlike McEwen’s insistence that 
Rhodesian-era sculptors not look overseas for artistic inspiration, Senghor’s stance of modernist 
negritude insisted that the artists at the École de Dakar look outward to question their role in the 
building and representation of their new nation. 
École de Dakar provided fertile ground for artists to come to terms with the West’s 
valuing of primitivism and led artists to explore the symbolic ironies within international art 
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worlds (Harney 2004:100).  Although highly centralized and export-oriented, similar to 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture, the much earlier focus on integrating artists into global artistic 
practice resulted in an opposition school in the 1970s.  The Laboratoire Agit Art critiqued the 
École des Dakar as an institution responsible for blocking artistic creativity and separating artists 
from their indigenous material, their cultural environment, and their domestic audience.  They 
claimed the government school promoted the European model of unique, gifted visionary which 
estranged the artist from the rest of society (Harney 2004:107-8).  The group also used recycled 
materials—a strategy that was “both their own articulation of modernist debates about 
distinctions between high and low and elite and popular inherent in the Senghorian field of 
production and an intentional play on an international market that reads their work through a 
modernist lens” (Harney 2004:112, 131).  However, in their art assemblages, the artists 
deliberately constructed tradition: in opposing essentialization by parodying it, they also reified 
“tradition” (Harney 2004:115). 
The Senegalese artists of the 1970s emphasized drawing on wider worldly artistic 
discourses, which promoted debates and artistic innovation regarding essentialized culture and 
nationalism.40  As painters, installation artists, and muralists questioned the neocolonial state’s 
role – and its conservative impact – on the arts in the 1980s, Zimbabwe was just gaining 
independence.  Despite the difference in decade of when artists were challenging the status quo, 
critics compared the Senegalese sculptors’ artwork to the “sculptural masterpieces” for which 
Africa was already known.  Finding the artists’ sculpture lacking next to the “classic pieces,” the 
international art critics ignored the artwork, demonstrating that “the reception of a sculptor’s 
work within a global milieu is affected by the continuing system of signification developed to 
                                                 
40 The Dak’art Biennale, started in 1992, continues to draw artists from across Africa and the diaspora to exhibit 
within Senegal—promoting the country as an ongoing player in global art production. 
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deal with traditional and supposedly authentic models” (Harney 2004:161).  The sculptors in 
Senegal also contended with ideas of “traditional” sculpture as culturally themed, while they also 
brought in contemporary ideas, resulting “in a climate that gave them little support, both in terms 
of indigenous market structures and critical evaluations” (Harney 2004:163).  Ironically, the 
sculptors in Senegal encountered the same problems as found in Zimbabwe, despite operating in 
a national environment generally more supportive of other arts.  It is possible that a conflation of 
sculpture as being craftwork may have contributed to the Senegalese government’s lack of 
support. 
To further explore the difficulty of African artists negotiating authenticity based on 
“craft” while trying to gain access to international art markets I turn to another example during 
the 1990s—the rural Weya Community Training Center in Zimbabwe.  Established in 1982, the 
central aim of the center was to provide skill training so their participants could make 
supplementary income to their subsistence farming.  In 1987, Ilse Noy, a German art teacher, 
started a hand sewing course and encouraged women to create appliqué wall hangings that 
showed scenes of village life within individual squares laid out as a grid on the cloth.  As the 
appliqués began to sell, Noy organized groups of women in different areas to sew together in 
collectives to make the pieces (Noy 1992). 
Although the Weya Center was intended to support a large number of women through 
communal effort, their anonymity as producers had the effect of authenticating their artwork—
albeit as works of culture rather than of individual artistic vision (Schmahmann 2000a:53).  The 
drawback of not listing the women as individual artists when their work was shown in the 
National Gallery of Zimbabwe in the late 1980s is that the appliqués were not given a greater 
value as art.  Although Noy rationalized the choice of identification of artwork by group as a 
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marketing choice so that prices could be standardized (Noy 1992:59), her decision resulted in 
devaluing of the work so that the pieces were not labeled for much—similar to the presentation 
of Zimbabwean stone sculpture as a craft in tourist art markets. 
The similarity of both types of work devalued as a craft finds contrasts between the 
differences of display of stone sculptures and the cloth work, as the Weya appliqués were not 
presented as art at points of sale.  Whereas the cloth wall hangings were almost always placed 
together in racks or on shelves, the sculptures would be placed individually on pedestals in the 
National Gallery (Schmahmann 2000a:57).  Despite both stone artwork and appliqués being sold 
as traditional practice, the needlework was doubly degraded as it was implied to be women’s 
craftwork.  Although the devaluing of the work within the market led to less income, it did 
produce some income, so many women were interested in the program when they saw it could 
supplement revenue. 
Noy describes how, during a period of expansion, rather than inviting more women to 
sew, the center created a painting class, invited both genders, and on the first day of the course 
the men chose to paint scenes of animals – lions, leopards, and prey – distorted by a central, 
“overhead” perspective amidst mountains and expansive backgrounds.  The women illustrated 
exquisitely detailed chickens on the cardboard medium although none had painted before.  Noy 
expressed her pleasure at the perfect outlines, while the men smiled, believing that she was just 
placating the women.  According to Noy, notwithstanding her encouragement, none of the 
women returned the following day having been convinced of the men’s artistic superiority (Noy 
1992:23).  In the gendered hierarchy of work within Shona culture, the expectation of what can 
be done by men and women finds tangles with colonialism. 
 70 
 
Gendered notions of what is acceptable work can rely on Euro-American stereotypes as 
in the case of needlework in Africa.  Despite a history of men producing textiles across the 
continent (Nettleton 2000:21), these forms of production became gendered as female when a 
Western system of classification conflated forms of production and hierarchies of aesthetic 
labor—often in the context of Christian missions or European art workshops (Nettleton 
2000:20).41  Despite the encouragement of gender norms within these workshop settings, the 
contact with outside markets and ideas also provided economic incentive to critically reflect on 
their own culture (Schmahmann 2005, 2013).   
The financial opportunity created by selling artwork through Weya allowed women to 
address topics that were taboo within their appliqués, such as equal rights.  Many of the artworks 
are labelled “Equal Rights” and show scenes of both men and women working together; the 
husband undertaking tasks that are normally reserved for women (Schmahmann 2000b:68).  
Needleworkers also provide comment within their appliqués on customary laws that leave 
women impoverished after becoming widows (Schmahmann 2000b:76), condemning these 
traditions within an art form that is called “women’s work.”  While gendered work expectations 
authenticated – and devalued – the artwork, the opening of market opportunities led some 
women to break away from the Weya Community Center to sell appliqués on their own.   
In the early 1990s, as Noy tried to control supply at Weya by limiting the number of 
women producing the appliqués so that prices would remain stable, some artists resented the 
Center’s regulation and left to sell needlework in the urban markets on their own.  Other women 
who had never trained at the Center also began to create and sell the appliqués to tourists in 
open-air markets (Schmahmann 2000c).  As more “side marketers” sold needlework, not only 
                                                 
41 The expectation that women will sew is in contrast to work stereotypes that portray only men as “naturally” able 
to do the heavy work and carving of Zimbabwean stone sculpture (see below on female sculptors). 
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did prices drop as the Center adjusted to the lower rates flooding the market, but the “Weya 
style” entered a crisis of authenticity.  All needleworks were called “Weya,” and to qualitatively 
distinguish their works from other “inferior” or “imitation” appliqués, the training center started 
labeling their needlework as “A genuine product of Weya art” (Schmahmann 2000c:92).  In 
attempting to create a hierarchy of value above that of street appliqués, the Center found itself 
utilizing a variety of practices to authenticate their work. 
The negotiation of authenticity in the marketplace is tied to value, and the history at the 
Weya training center provides parallels to the Zimbabwean stone sculpture movement.  In both, 
cases legitimacy was renegotiated on the ground by buyers and sellers post-independence.  
Similar to Noy’s attempts to control authenticity and hence value, McEwen’s initial attempts at 
connoisseurship became confounded by agency of the creators of the artworks.  In the next 
section I give an example of how Zimbabwean artists also traffic in symbolic signification. 
 
 “Airport Art” and Markets: Judgments of Value 
Whether buying art in an upscale gallery or in the crowded confines of a roadside stand 
(see Figure 8), interactions within the marketplace may result in either a space for cross-cultural 
communication (Jules-Rosette 1984) . . . or in a re-affirming of stereotypes (Steiner 1994).  The 
visitors to fine art galleries come with preconceptions about particular art, and although gallery 
owners display Zimbabwean sculptures with just the title of the artwork, the sculptor’s name, and 
the year the piece was created, the sculptors – when present – try and engage prospective buyers 
in discussion about the artwork.  Zimbabwean stone sculpture provides a living for most of its 
artists through selling to tourists (see Chapter 4), and with the sculptor’s accessibility to 
consumers, the sculptors can go into lengthy explanations regarding their traditional beliefs.  
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Springing from McEwen’s predilection to sell the sculpture utilizing “myth and magic,” the fight 
for authenticity over the art form as either a lucrative upscale “art” or a “roadside craft” has 
always been at the forefront of the movement.   
McEwen coined the derogatory term “airport art” to refer to the roadside stands set up on 
the way to the Salisbury Airport (as it was called in the Rhodesian era), where sculptors worked 
and displayed their wares for passing motorists—a practice that continues today on the road to 
the airport.  The distinction made between the practices of roadside artists and those who display 
in galleries provides a large socio-cultural and economic gap that many sculptors still find hard 
to bridge.  The judgment of the sculpture by curators continues apace, as the director of the 
National Gallery of Zimbabwe (1980-3), Christopher Till, described in a conversation with me in 
2011:  
I recall the terminology “airport art” was to describe the touristy-type material 
which was produced on the street corner out of soft soapstone and offered for sale 
to be put in a bag and taken home. I think [McEwen] used it in that regard… but I 
think the [term] “airport art” was used to try and differentiate between what 
should become a mass production of stuff to buy, and the pieces which were seen 
to be of some greater worth.  
The issue of “quality,” and what a gallery owner deemed worthy of sale on international art 
markets, emphasizes both the importance of curators knowing who the most prestigious artists 
are, and the use of neoliberal markets being a factor in lionizing the Western-valued singular 
vision of an artist working to “challenge society” (Burger 2004, Marcus and Myers 1995:6).   
 However, from the perspective of Zimbabwean sculptors who are learning how to sculpt 
from family members, and are trying to make a living, the limited exposure to the authenticating 
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systems of international “fine art” markets results in misinterpretation of value.  As Christopher 
Till explained his tenure at the National Gallery of Zimbabwe: 
[M]y purchasing policy was one of looking at those individual artists very 
critically and buying [quality] work from [Zimbabwean sculptors] John Takawira, 
and Henry [Munyaradzi, amongst others].  After 1980, [independence] opened a 
door, and that’s when I tried to create things with the other countries around us, 
but there was no exhibition of Zimbabwean stone sculpture to go internationally 
from the institution because of [lack of] funds.  I never managed to get an 
exhibition of that material elsewhere, but the dealers were doing that, and it was 
appearing in hotel lobbies.  I even saw it at the Edinburgh Festival at the hotel 
[where] I was staying – it was full of bloody Zimbabwean sculpture.  [However,] 
It wasn’t taken up in any art historical, academic discourse, or put into any 
properly curated exhibition in a proper institution, to my knowledge [since I left 
and stopped following the movement in the 1990s].  
Till describes how the emphasis by commercial galleries on selling the work, rather than 
on authenticating its value, led to competition in an artisanal economy that sealed its fate 
as an “ethnic” art movement.  Artists who could not acquire the information necessary to 
access the brokers – gallery owners, curators, and critics – for greater rewards were left to 
compete with those around them, gaining as much insight as possible through their 
connections with the limited markets available to them (e.g. tourists) and surrounding 
roadside sculptors. 
 Ironically, as some sculptors gained success via their links with international 
galleries, the concept of competition was used to smooth over inequalities in the 
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community through performed displays of solidarity (cf. Colloredo-Mansfeld 2002:120-
23).  The highly successful artist, Dominic Benhura, complains about the fakes that are 
created after “apprentices” mimic his style (see Chapter 5), yet he continues to support 
new sculptors by allowing them to sculpt in his workshop.  Despite the enormous wealth 
disparity between successful artists and newer artists or roadside artisans,42 the sculptors 
continue to create similar-looking sculptures, resulting in international art markets’ rise in 
sales as an ethnic commodity, coupled with a simultaneous condemnation within fine art 
markets for a lack of innovation.  As an example of the conflict between gallery and 
street market values, let us peek at how the process unfolds on the ground. 
Internationally renowned stone sculptor, Dominic Benhura, became the director at 
Tengenenge in 2007, bringing an understanding of global art markets to the rural workshop.  
When I visited in 2008, the new manager at the community, Blessed Kaweka, emphasized that 
the resident artists were trying to make the presentation of the sculptures more like that of a fine 
art gallery, to raise the economic value of the sculpture.  Kaweka demonstrated by showing me 
an open space that highlighted the three-dimensional aesthetics of numerous sculptors (see 
Figure 9), rather than providing information about the ethnographic background of the stone 
objects; with this strategy, the new management wanted to add economic value via display 
tactics (Svasek 2007).  As Kaweka explained, the foregrounding of individual artists – by 
making greater space between the artworks in sculptors’ stands – overcomes the “flea-market” 
preconception that some prospective buyers bring to the cooperative, thereby raising the prices of 
the artwork.   
                                                 
42 In addition to the Benhura piece noted above that I saw in one gallery for $35,000, I saw artworks in other South 
African galleries ranging from $30,000 down to $570 (2011).  Comparing Benhura’s artwork to a comparatively 
sized sculpture for sale in an ethnic market at $643 (Rand 4,500), the gap between pricing becomes clear—even if 
those sculptors who sell to galleries are only making 30-50% of the selling price because of the gallery’s 
commission.  
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Expanding on the idea that the ways in which space and environment are constructed can 
add value, Kopytoff (1986) described how a commodity’s worth – including “singularized art 
objects” – changes as it moves through markets.  The location and selling practices of both 
dealers and artists affect the price of an object.  By extending my historical analysis of the 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture movement, I will now highlight not only where the sculpture is 
sold, but how the location and practices of the artists and dealers alter the perceptions of value 
ascribed by the buyers of the artwork. 
 
Local Buyers and the “Traditional” / “Modernity” Conflict 
 Zimbabwean stone sculpture has been sold as “traditional” art of the Shona peoples since 
its launch into contemporary international art worlds by Frank McEwen in the 1960s.  Despite 
the complicating factors that this art form does not have a direct link to the sculptures found at 
the Great Zimbabwe ruins, and that many people from other ethnicities beyond Shona and other 
nationalities beyond Zimbabwean have created the artwork (Zilberg 1996), the “traditional” 
characterization has stuck.  Sculptors actively utilize “tradition” as I discovered while talking in 
2007 with an African-American artist, M. Scott Johnson, in the U.S., who trained with Nicholas 
Mukomberanwa for three years in Zimbabwe.  Johnson described how “Zimbabwean sculptors 
are playing with exoticism.  They must decide to use it [to sell their artwork] or not.”  He 
explained that very intelligent people, such as lawyers and doctors, were now sculpting in 
Zimbabwe, and “They understand these issues [of exoticism].”   
Johnson described how sculptors mobilize “traditional” culture to sell artwork, a practice 
prevalent in “native” cultures around the world (Comaroff and Comaroff 2009).  In contrast to 
the “ethnicizing” practice of using culture by pandering to the Zimbabwean sculptural style, 
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Johnson noted that for artists to make more income, they must now sell their artwork using 
individual names.  Johnson stated, “Using the term ‘Shona sculpture’ [to sell your artwork] is the 
kiss of death.”  Despite this contemporary African-American artist’s perspective, many 
Zimbabwean sculptors have internalized the selling strategy that artwork can be used to explain 
their traditional beliefs (see below, and cf. Jules-Rosette 1984).   
Whether the subject matter of their sculptures is a calculated strategy to sell artwork 
through discussion with foreigners about spiritual links, or whether it is a sincere effort by artists 
to converse with tourists about their beliefs, both the markets and many sculptors themselves 
perpetuate the ideology that Zimbabwean sculpture is based in traditional religion and culture.  
So prevalent is this theme that the National Gallery of Zimbabwe’s current director, Doreen 
Sibanda, explained at a symposium in 2011 that local black buyers who wish to buy artwork that 
can demonstrate their modernity often hesitate to invest in the stone sculpture because of the 
artwork’s imagined connection to “traditional religion.”  In her words, “To what degree has the 
legacy of the ‘spirit’ played into the lack of local [black] collectors?”  Her rhetorical question 
highlights the parallel problem of a lessening of the sculpture’s “authenticity” during the 1990s 
because transnational fine art consumers believed the movement was based on a false indigeneity 
created by McEwen.   
The lack of arts education is often cited for the scarcity of local collectors (Abraham 
2002), and as a further factor leading sculptors to sell their wares to tourists by the roadside.  As 
an example, in Zimbabwe (2001) I visited a middle-class black friend’s household, which had a 
variety of realistic and abstract sculptures of elephants and baboons.  Curious about the 
prevalence of the themed stone sculpture, I discovered that the elephant was the “totem” of my 
friend’s mother, and the baboon was associated with her father’s lineage.  The personal buying 
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strategies of the few black collectors who currently exist for the Zimbabwean art market (Curling 
n.d.) occur devoid of an artistic appreciation of value.  Compounded with the fact that when 
many buyers acquire the sculpture as a marker of “authentic Zimbabwe” – it is often found 
decorating both black- and white-owned backpackers’ lodges – the impetus to collect the work as 
an art investment is lost (Pasirayi n.d.).   
An additional reason contributing to the dearth of black art buyers involves associations 
with “rural backwardness.”  The environment of a “traditional” thatch-covered stand cluttered 
with many sculptures that look similar does not inspire local residents to think about modernity 
(see Figure 10), nor does it lead potential buyers to attribute high prestige value to these 
artworks.  Likewise, authenticating the artworks as “traditional” by sculptors who take pride in 
talking about the cultural roots of their art to prospective patrons contrasts with the proclivities of 
local buyers who look outward during economic difficulties, aspiring to become more a part of 
the global – and modern – community (cf. Ferguson 1999).     
Stemming from the Zimbabwean government’s predilection to highlight the tenuous link 
with stone carvings at Great Zimbabwe and connections with tradition, it is not surprising that 
most local buyers of “fine art” have avoided purchasing the sculpture.  Art, as understood by 
most of the population relies on widespread cultural recognition—beliefs that are most easily 
shared in small communities.  However, international art worlds embody a large amount of 
knowledge consisting of art schools and movements, pedigrees of art and ownership, and 
influences on styles, all in order for consumers to make informed buying decisions.  Dealers 
within art markets capitalize on the use of their knowledge of these art worlds to inflate value 
(Plattner 1996, Steiner 1994).  They mobilize contemporary art worlds’ institutionalized art 
historical trajectory wherein, during the nineteenth century, the “crafts” were contrasted against 
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“objective,” so-called timeless artworks of “beauty” – as students learn in the academy (Svasek 
2007:157-58). 
 The implicit social capital provided by education regarding the chronological successive 
schools of practice in Western art worlds means that for many artists to have a chance at gaining 
the lucrative income of a successful international artist, they must first invest in scholarship.  As 
I have been arguing in this work, art is all about social context.  Therefore, artists must learn 
what the global art market has valued in the past, and how they, as artists, can enter that 
historical trajectory.  Even more importantly, gaining some form of arts education encourages 
the overall population to attend art events (Rabkin and Hedberg 2011:13).  However, unlike the 
rise of educational art opportunities in the U.S. following World War II (Plattner 1996:36-7),43 
southern Africa did not see a rise in professional development of the arts following 
independence.  The lack of both “informed” artists and consumers results in misunderstandings 
of whether Zimbabwean sculpture is a “traditional” or “modern” art form.  The dichotomy 
instantiated by popular cultural discourses is further complicated when we examine the 
movement through the lens of gender. 
Unfortunately, echoes of “tradition”-based patriarchy are prevalent in the creation and 
sale of Zimbabwean stone sculpture.44  While talking with many sculptors and dealers in both 
South Africa and Zimbabwe (2011), most acknowledged that the reason there were few female 
sculptors is that women are often left to care for the family.  Additionally, some informants noted 
that the sculptural tradition was based on manipulating heavy stone—another reason that “the 
                                                 
43 However, as measured by the University of Chicago’s National Opinion Research Center, the percentage of adults 
participating in art events as either a performer or consumer has been in decline in the U.S. since 1985 (Rabkin and 
Hedberg 2011:14). 
 
44 Often “traditional” patriarchy in Africa is found to have roots in, or, in some cases, to be promoted by Euro-
American colonial/Christian forms of patriarchy (Amadiume 1987, Etienne and Leacock 1980, Schmidt 1992). 
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‘weaker sex’ would neither work nor trade” in the art form.  The observations of my informants 
were borne out during my fieldwork in South Africa, where none of the approximately 120 
informal interviews that I conducted provided me with the name of female sculptors or traders in 
that country,45 despite a rich African tradition of women empowering themselves through local 
markets (Schmidt 1992) and regional trade (Muzvidziwa 2001a, 2001b).46 
However, even women who were able to gain a level of self-sufficiency through mobility 
and trade markets were the subjects of harsh moral judgment (Barnes 1999).  The combination of 
social condemnation, along with the physical difficulty of sculpting heavy stone, is 
acknowledged in commentary by two of Zimbabwe’s most famous female sculptors, Colleen 
Madamombe and Agnes Nyanhongo (Mawdsley 1995).  Within their artwork, the sculptors carve 
figures that portray the difficult work of being a woman, in addition to celebrating the robust 
mother figure (see Figure 11).  While simultaneously referencing traditional ideas of femininity, 
these artists successfully access international markets, which provides a level of success that 
offers contact to worldwide consumers.  Traveling to promote their work, the overlap of drawing 
on traditional gender roles in a celebration of motherhood allows admittance to modern markets.  
Yet, as Teresa Barnes, a historian of southern Africa, acknowledges in her work, the many 
historical examinations of female Zimbabwean traders omit class distinctions between migrants 
and travelers (2002).   
The two above-mentioned women have gained international connections that allow them 
to travel as sculptors rather than vendors – in contrast to the Zimbabwean male sculptors I met, 
                                                 
45 There are a few female Zimbabwean sculptors, but I did not meet any in South Africa, and the fact that these 
interviewees did not know any speaks to gendered professional networks in South Africa. 
 
46 Although women enrich themselves through markets, there are many examples of how colonialism and 
contemporary Western feminism continue to undercut African women’s position (cf. Amadiume 1987). 
Additionally, before European expansion into the continent, women were ritually acknowledged as bearers of great 
procreative power in heavy trades (for iron-working on the continent, see Herbert 1993). 
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who must travel to South Africa as vendors rather than as artists (see Chapter 5) – a class 
distinction that should also acknowledge that Zimbabwe has produced few female sculptors in 
the contemporary era.  The two female sculptors’ class-based self-sufficiency just noted is 
highlighted when Madamombe says, “I do something which is very different from other women 
and I live a much better life. I don’t have to go to my husband and say ‘please give me some 
money.’ I do something for myself” (as quoted in Mawdsley 1995:22).  Following from the fact 
that few women are successful in the industry, Zimbabwean stone sculpture seems to be rooted 
in a conservative patriarchal ideology, despite some examples of contemporary arts challenging 
the status quo of female artists being confined to “traditional” crafts (Svasek 2007:160-61). 
The dearth of female sculptors points to cultural conceptions of gendered work and the 
“alleged artistic superiority of [Zimbabwean] men” (Noy 1992:23).  Although both Madamombe 
and Naynhongo have gained lucrative incomes by accessing international markets, their 
participation has been framed in terms of their bucking of “tradition.”  Their artistic careers (and 
that of other women) have often been defined by a modernity as feminist sculptors, juxtaposed 
against their exploration of traditional gender (Mawdsley 1995, Winter-Irving 2004:177-78, 181-
83).  Much like the sculpture movement in general, the differentiation between modern and 
tradition was at the root of artistic identity and integrity. 
 
Artistic Identity and Negotiating Buyer Expectations 
As individual sculptors decide what types of artwork they will create, and 
consequently to whom they will market, their artistic identity becomes enmeshed in 
patrons’ judgments.  The economics of distinctions play out in how artists access buyers, 
whether producing many similar artworks sold for marginal gains in roadside stands, or 
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creating massive sculptures that may sit in galleries for years before being sold for a high 
price.  Referring to luxury goods – which definitely characterizes high-end artworks – 
economic anthropologist Douglas and economist Isherwood noted, “When the tendency 
to standardize values is strong, some crucial form of social control is being exerted: it is a 
sign that we are near the hot center of a competitive system where small differences 
matter a lot” (1996:106).  To the producers of Zimbabwean stone sculpture, the 
“differences” matter in relation to income for the production of fakes, while the repetition 
and serial nature of artworks produced in roadside stands renders the exotic familiar to 
consumers (Steiner 1999).  However, while successful sculptors such as Benhura 
condemn the roadside counterfeits, other successful artists make their peace with the 
copying that occurs in roadside markets and exonerate sculptors who sell to tourists. 
 In 2001, I visited the first-generation sculptor, Nicholas Mukomberanwa, at his rural 
workshop in Ruwa, Zimbabwe.  He was one of the successful artists who had gone from making 
wood carvings at Serima Mission to forging international artistic success, including having 
apprentices come from the U.S. to learn from him (see M. Scott Johnson’s statement quoted 
earlier).  When we talked, he emphasized that:  
The Shona people were making carved tools and plates [long before colonization], 
yet people want to say “First Generation” and divide the sculpture into categories.  
[Museum curators and gallery owners] say that expression equals art, and craft 
equals “airport art,” but it takes skill and specific tools to make one sort of thing 
consistently, and well.  You can’t condemn a craftsman for doing his work. 
Despite having won international fame, Mukomberanwa sympathized that many roadside artists 
are just trying to make a living.  Acknowledging that many artisans now copy his sculptures, and 
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referencing the difference between his art and the craftsmen’s artwork, he also commented that 
roadside sculptors are just trying to make a sale using tried methods and themes.  Additionally, 
he highlighted the prevalence of not just tourist buyers, but dealers from overseas galleries 
buying roadside pieces to take them abroad. 
Alluding to the predominance of foreign collectors, Mukomberanwa related that he was 
tired of seeing all the “good sculpture” being sold and leaving the country.  Consequently, he 
rented a jackhammer and encouraged a group of the younger artists, who called themselves 
Gwindingwi (meaning “thick forest” in Shona), to start carving a monstrous elephant near his 
home in Ruwa (Kinsella 2005:90-1).  This approximately 30-foot tall and 35-foot long, solid-
stone block is a sculpture that no dealer will be able to transport overseas.47  Mukomberanwa 
described his inspiration for the sculpture: “You can see the bushmen (sic) paintings and Great 
Zimbabwe ruins as proof that people were around before, but what about us? What sort of legacy 
will we leave?”  Moving from a register that first acknowledged the necessity of sculpting for the 
market, Mukomberanwa then described the process of literally carving out an identity as a 
“Zimbabwean sculpture” that could not be commodified.  Ironically, the purported need to 
instantiate artistic and cultural identity within the stone is sometimes necessary for selling the 
artwork, and at other times a hindrance—meaning that the sale of a sculpture relies on a reading 
of the possible foreign buyer and local artists interacting to fulfill the impetus for purchase of the 
piece (Scherer 2013).  Although the sculptors often do not know the predilections of the 
prospective purchaser, the context of the complete social setting and how an artist approaches 
possible consumers assists us in understanding the performative aspects of making a sale. 
                                                 
47 Although it remained unfinished when I saw it in 2001, the elephant’s tusks, eyes, a bit of the trunk, and the vague 
outline of its ears were visible. 
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Examining performances of actors in everyday life is critical to understanding the 
negotiations that occur when individuals from diverse backgrounds meet, as is the case in the 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture market.  In the case at hand, Zimbabwean sculptors interact 
regularly with foreign tourists, a situation well-suited to using the analytic framework of 
performance theory.  Goffman studied people encountering one another, bringing certain 
assumptions to the conversation, and then correcting practices as those expectations are met or 
confounded during the interaction (1959).  However, he did not account for the background of 
the conversation’s participants, and the ethnocentricity of his social psychological perspective 
leaves a gap when we examine cross-cultural interactions. 
In the case of Zimbabwean artists, negotiations within the “everyday” must move beyond 
Goffman’s contexts of discussion between individuals, to discover how sculptors negotiate and 
contest the regimes of value imposed by international art markets.  With Zimbabwean sculpture, 
artwork can be sold as either “fine art” or “tourist art”—the latter often being lumped into the 
category of “ethnic art” as the sculptors tell “cultural stories” relating to some pieces, in order to 
sell them—depending on who is selling, who is buying, and the location of the transaction.  As 
an example of the importance of the process of a variety of forces coming together, let us explore 
one everyday performance of selling sculpture that I observed in Zimbabwe (2001).   
Tengenenge, as introduced in Chapter 2, is a rural sculpture cooperative where hundreds 
of artists gather their artwork together in stands for international dealers to peruse.  Started in the 
1960s, this market is known for housing both famous first-generation sculptors and novices 
(Zilberg 1996), displaying artwork ranging from abstract “fine art” to realistic animal sculptures 
made for tourists (see Figures 12 and 13).  Often, a guide, who is usually a sculptor himself, 
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accompanies buyers around the sprawling village to help negotiate a price for the visitor.  The 
guide then acts as an intermediary who is also sympathetic to the sculptors.   
The confluence of the international buyer, the sculptor who has specific ideas about how 
to sell the artwork, and the sculptor-guide who acts as an intermediary, signals the importance of 
both local and global forces in performance—as I observed when a buyer, a guide, and I 
approached one stand where a sculptor worked.  When the artist saw the buyer approaching, he 
immediately started telling the upscale art gallery owner about the spiritual origins of the 
sculpture.  The guide knew that the dealer would not be interested in this discourse and said 
“Mira” to the sculptor (“stop” in Shona), using a language that the prospective buyer would not 
understand.  The intermediary knew that an approach that would work on a tourist would likely 
not result in a sale to this buyer, so the performance, which had at once back- and front-stage 
elements (Goffman 1959, MacCannell 1999), shifted the reception of the artwork in the mind of 
the consumer from the context of being a tourist piece, which would not have interested this 
buyer, to that of “fine art.”  By utilizing a language unrecognizable by the buyer, the guide 
switched the “stage” so the consumer was no longer part of an exchange that indexed the power 
of global art markets and their categories of distinction in a manner that pushed the lesser value 
of an ethnically inflected story to the background (cf. Bourdieu 1984).   
Interweaving the politics of indulging either fine art market aesthetics or tourist and 
ethnographic collectors’ conceptions of African religion, the vignette narrated above 
demonstrates how sculptors utilize a variety of identities in order to sell artwork.  The post-
independence era brought a hypervalorization of indigenous expression from the government 
that, compounded with McEwen’s previous cultural fabrications in relation to the artwork, led to 
a falling out of favor in international art circuits (Kasfir 2000:74).  As fine art patrons skeptically 
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reframed the movement as an invented tradition (cf. Vogel 1991:184 footnote 18), the 
repercussions that sculptors felt included a dearth of international upscale exhibitions (Zilberg 
2002).  By the turn of the millennium, the conflicted dichotomy between traditional identity and 
modern art movements would play out against the backdrop of massive sociopolitical changes in 
Zimbabwe: a land reform movement and renewed international sanctions against the national 
regime. 
 
Overlaps between Art and Politics 
Since the nation’s independence in 1980, the government has encouraged sculptors to 
define the art through its local origins (Larkin 2011).  The fracture of politics from Zimbabwean 
sculpture began in 2000, after a parliamentary election that led to Mugabe’s political party, 
ZANU-PF, losing its majority.  Seeing the necessity of regaining civil capital, the president co-
opted populist land occupations and fast-tracked a land reform program that led to violent 
occupations on farms owned by whites (Alexander 2006).  The seizure of farms led to a collapse 
in the economy, as international investors fled and the government instituted poor economic 
policies such as price controls which exacerbated the downward economic spiral (see Chapter 4 
for the direct effect on sculptors) (Bryson 2012, Jones 2010). Following the imposition of 
sanctions by the U.S. and Britain in 2003, the government has further emphasized patriotism as 
the primary path through the country’s current economic woes by demonizing “the West” and 
implementing a “Look East Policy” that purports to cut ties with “the imperialists” by forging 
business ties with China (Moore 2005a, Youde 2007).   
The rhetoric of national fervor resulted in less robust public discourse in both sculptural 
form and within Zimbabwean society because of explicit political activity at the turn of the 21st 
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century.  Demonstrating how politics directly impacted the sculpture market, I turn to an event 
during my research in Zimbabwe 2001 when the tourist market was already declining, yet many 
overseas gallery owners still visited the country to buy sculpture.  The dealers’ personal ties 
allowed them to adequately weigh safety concerns before visiting the country, often after talking 
with artists who live there.  In the small village artists’ cooperative of Tengenenge in which I 
collectively lived for one-and-a-half months between June and December, the manager would 
send a car to pick up visiting dealers at the airport.  Many artists assured their dealers’ safety in 
such ways because of the personal connection to the dealers and the importance of the economic 
link to foreign currency.  In the Zimbabwean economy of 2001, the U.S. dollar was sought after 
as it was far less affected by inflation than was the Zimbabwean dollar, given that the 
Zimbabwean government was printing bills in larger denominations as inflation continually ate 
away at the buying power of the new currency (Marawanyika 2008). 
The chaos of deteriorating “civil society” and the prevalence of agents such as the 
Zimbabwe Liberation War Veterans’ Association to act against the wishes of government 
officials was demonstrated when I stayed in Tengenenge, the stone sculptors’ cooperative that I 
introduced in Chapter 2.  The confluence of the artistic village with international connections and 
national land reform played out within the community square.  The rural community has 
maintained its huge international reputation among art dealers and collectors since its inception 
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in the 1960s (Winter-Irving 2001).48  Despite the farm occupations that were sweeping across the 
country,49 in 2001 the cultural capital of the site still prompted visits by buyers every weekend. 
During my fieldwork in 2001, “veterans” of the guerrilla war against the colonial regime 
besieged Tengenenge, presumably because the community was on farmland targeted by the 
controversial land resettlement program.  Though not a farming community, Tengenenge is the 
subject of much talk among nearby residents because of both the high quantity of sculpture and 
the many foreign visitors.  The village is no longer a farm, nevertheless its location in the middle 
of farmland brought Tengenenge into the contested domain of land reform, as told to me by a 
farmer who owned nearby land.  However, the multiplicity of actors with varied agendas – the 
war veterans, the Zimbabwean government, and the sculptors who needed foreign buyers –
played out as a series of posturing and negotiations. 
In untangling the social players within the Zimbabwean milieu, Mahmood Mamdani 
reminds us that there are a variety of actors in any society, with each group trying to consolidate 
political power.  He notes that the term “civil society” is a Euro-American construct that 
simplifies and even caricatures complex political situations.  Furthermore, the notion of a “civil 
society” implies an evolutionary development model towards a state premised on democracy – a 
model that does not account for the specific condensation of social values that vary from country 
to country (Mamdani and Wamba-dia-Wamba 1995; for a critique of state vs. civil society, see 
                                                 
48 In 2008, the cooperative was sold to Dominic Benhura, who continues to manage it much in the same manner as 
the previous white owner, Tom Blomefield, did – allowing people to live on the land and work, accessing nearby 
stone deposits, and paying commission to the office when their artwork sells.  However, in 2011, traveling to 
Tengenenge looked different as some fields closest to the village have now been replaced by a large Chinese chrome 
mine.  On increasing Chinese investment in Africa, see Broadman and Isik (2007), Mohan (2013), Shinn and 
Eisenman (2012). 
 
49 Although the land occupations were represented in Western media as sponsored by the Zimbabwean government, 
the semi-proletariat began “squatting” on farms as early as 1990s against the government’s wishes (Masiiwa 2005).  
The return to politics by the Zimbabwe Liberation War Veterans’ Association following the collapse of their 
pension program in 1997 led the government to propitiate their demands with a financial settlement that began a 
decade-long economic decline (Moyo and Yeros 2005a:178-82, 186-87).  The government often turned a blind-eye 
to the occupations, and eventually co-opted the populist movement during the 2008 elections (ibid. 189). 
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Aretxaga 2003), or that vary from group to group within a particular country.  In the case of 
Zimbabwe, the war veterans led the reclamation of white-owned farmland.  This group was often 
conflated in the Western media as a government-sponsored militia, but my experience at 
Tengenenge revealed the complexity of many actors within “civil society,” all advancing a 
variety of agendas. 
While walking from one open workspace to the next one day, I heard that the war 
veterans were demanding a pungwe.  During the fight for independence from the Rhodesian 
government in the 1970s, freedom fighters called all-night gatherings known as pungwes, at 
which they met villagers under cover of darkness and taught local people about their armed 
struggle.  In Tengenenge in 2001, many people in the community did not want to stay up all 
night listening to pro-land reform messages, and many sculptors temporarily left the area under 
the pretext of “visiting relatives” in order to avoid having to participate in the pungwe.  I found 
Tenengenenge strangely quiet, absent the rhythmic sounds of hammers and chisels chipping at 
stone the afternoon before the gathering. 
The next morning while at breakfast, we heard a large tractor coming up the road.  Filled 
with a score of people in their teens to mid-twenties, the tractor stopped a ways up the road, and 
the group entered the village square in a slightly out-of-step militaristic formation.  After singing 
political songs praising Mugabe, their leader asked if the tractor – which he had borrowed from 
the community – was owned by the artists at Tengenenge or by a white farmer.  Following this 
question, the group’s leader also said that the community was too dependent on foreign currency.  
A couple of the sculptors asked the “war veteran,” who was a man in his twenties – and much 
too young to have participated in the fight for independence in the late 1970s as a front-line 
fighter – to refrain from stopping their customers.  Such harassment would frighten off 
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Tengenenge’s clients, the sculptors explained, and the people in the community would starve 
without foreign income. 
Later, after the man and his group had left, buyers from Germany and France arrived at 
Tengenenge with frightened looks upon their faces, and told stories of having to drive through 
three different roadblocks of belligerent, drunken “war veterans” before reaching the rural 
artists’ cooperative.  Hearing this, the sculptors at Tengenenge became visibly upset, and a 
couple of community-based government officers reported the young “veteran” to the head of the 
War Veterans’ Association.  Two days later, we heard that the young “war veteran” had been 
arrested and stripped of his post in the War Veterans’ Association.  
Following this story, we see that young people who did not participate in the fight for 
independence two decades earlier will mobilize in the current struggle for land reform.  This is 
similar to the situation in many places around the world, where disenfranchised youth became 
politicized (e.g. for Tunisia, see Zghal 1995:626) following a re-analysis of their place in the 
global imaginary (Weiss 2002:93-124).  In Zimbabwe, the constellation of civil societies 
becomes more complex as cynical youth, such as those blocking the roads at Tengenenge, are 
added to the mix of disenfranchised war veterans, the opposition party, and Mugabe’s 
government.  The complexity in Zimbabwe is deepened as we discover that citizens who were 
originally critical of Mugabe’s land resettlement program have been won over when they see 
other Zimbabweans gaining land (Moore 2005b:399). 
Within the fraught terrain of the political situation in the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
many Zimbabweans thought governmental change was imminent due to the opposition party’s 
strong showing in the 2000 parliamentary elections.  Open discussions regarding politics 
occurred within both artists’ work (as I will explore more in the next chapter) and the public 
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sphere, as I discovered during my fieldwork in 2001.  I had what would be, in hindsight, my last 
public political discussion when some sculptor friends and I traveled to a nearby town to find 
another artist. 
I recall sitting in one of the open-air bottle stores that are found in many suburban and 
rural areas.  Often a strip mall will hold a shop that sells beer, one that sells fresh greens and 
snacks, and another where one can buy meat.  Once customers have visited all the shops the 
client usually pays someone to cook the meat on a grill outdoors as they sit on anything 
available, and enjoy the braai (the widely-used Afrikaans word for barbeque) once the meal is 
cooked.  As the consumption happens in a large open space, it is here that many conversations 
and debates occur. 
On that particular day, a man joined us on the informal chairs in front of the bottle store 
and we started talking politics.  Although the land reform movement was quickly escalating, the 
man told me that he did not agree with what was happening, and furthermore, the transition to 
independence had not done anything for him.  He stated, “Now there is no rule of law, and I’m 
not afraid to tell you this [in public], because even if you did tell someone [about our 
conversation] you couldn’t prove that I actually said it.”  Our conversation was indicative of 
Zimbabweans more positive feelings at the time, after the opposition party made a strong 
showing in the polls—unlike the climate of fear gripping the country when I returned in 2008 
and 2011.  The combination of contested politics as reflected in the land reform program, and the 
necessity of artists to access overseas art consumers brought about an end to general post-
independence prosperity.  The turn of the 21st century led to a decade of instability that had a 
significant impact on sculptors’ access to international markets. 
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Conclusion 
As we have seen, the contemporary arts of southern Africa are inextricably linked to 
global art markets.  International art consumers determine the aesthetics of artworks from the 
region by purchasing – and inflating the value – of some artists’ work while ignoring that of 
others.  In examining the historical trajectory of Zimbabwean stone sculpture (Chapters 2 and 3), 
I have outlined how a contemporary art form gained favor during a particular era (the twilight of 
Modernism), yet became devalued as “tourist/airport art” as critics and gallery owners 
condemned the movement and stopped collecting newer sculptures.   
Gallery owners and curators eschewed adding new Zimbabwean sculptors’ artwork to 
their collections, creating less demand within the market.  As I will further explore in the next 
chapter, in Zimbabwe, some artists took on innovative beliefs of new spaces—art galleries, 
markets, and cooperatives that opened following independence—thereby gaining a partial 
understanding of how they as, artists, should frame their identity vis-à-vis their artwork.  Despite 
the flexibility of sculptors, the changing collecting practices of galleries led to transformation on 
the ground.  How art is presented affects how people value art (e.g. “fine art” vs. “ethnographic 
art”) depending on what they believe “art” signifies, relying somewhat on where they view an 
artwork.  Within galleries and markets, the literal shaping of identity through art results from the 
commodification of culture, whether that is identification premised on the model of the “unique 
artist” of neoliberal global markets, “ethnographic artisans,” or some derivative thereof. 
The transformation of how both the artists and sculpture were portrayed on the global 
stage started to sour as Zimbabwe’s economy also began to change due to political 
mismanagement at the start of the millennium.  During the turn of the century, art critics 
vociferously condemned the rising number of sculptors who they said were creating “unoriginal” 
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artwork to sell to tourists at roadside markets (Akuda 2011, Court 1992).  Concurrent with the 
rising critiques, fewer upscale galleries exhibited “Shona” stone sculpture, and the market value 
of the artworks plummeted.  Following historical processes both within and outside of 
Zimbabwe, the vacillating collecting impulses of buyers not only mirrored the turn from 
multiculturalism to neoliberalism’s emphasis on independent individual success (Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett 1995), they also reflected global condemnation of the Zimbabwean government, as 
international investors shunned the country (Mhofu 2012).  While the country’s infrastructure 
deteriorated, both the nation, and its symbolic meme – the stone sculpture movement – were 
devalued.50 
Tourists (as well as sculpture collectors) started avoiding Zimbabwe, which left the most 
recent generation of sculptors without income. Concurrently, South Africa gained independence 
in 1994, resulting in the opening of its borders to international tourists and art collectors, who 
had been watching the arts from that country develop in the context of apartheid—from both in-
country and diasporic practicing South African artists.  During the late ‘90s and early 2000s, 
Zimbabwean sculptors observed the opening of markets across the border and began traveling 
south to sell their artwork in roadside markets.  To their frustration, this move continued to lower 
the quality of their sculpture in the eyes of collectors (Byrd 2000).51  
 
                                                 
50 On the link between nationalism and art, cf. Guss (2000), Harney (2004), Kapur (2002), Larkin (2011), and 
Oguibe (2004). 
 
51 As I will explore in Chapter 4, the very limited success of some later sculptors occurred because of particular 
artists distancing themselves from the original collecting impulse of the 1970s that was premised on the sculpture 
being an ethnic art form based in “tradition” (Zilberg 1996). 
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CHAPTER 4 
VICISSITUDES OF THE ART MARKET: 
THE POLITICS OF ZIMBABWE AND ART ON THE MOVE 
 
The concurrent factors of the political economic instability resulting from land reform 
and the continued emphasis on the “invented tradition” of the stone sculpture movement 
combined to severely constrain Zimbabwean artists’ access to global art markets at the turn of 
the 21st century.  In addition to a dearth of indigenous collectors, fewer international buyers 
visited Zimbabwe because of the nation’s political problems beginning in 2000.  Many artists 
began leaving the industry; concomitantly a shrinking amount of new apprentices entered the 
trade. This combination of demographic factors has resulted in a shortage of innovation (Akuda 
2011, Makuvaza n.d.).  Both the art markets in Zimbabwe and the number of backyard 
workshops of individual sculptors in the suburbs has shrunk, as the industry has provided smaller 
income for the fewer numbers of artists. 
Resulting from the diminishing domestic opportunities, many sculptors who viewed the 
artwork as a way to make a quick living by selling to tourists started traveling to South Africa to 
sell their art pieces both in roadside stands and in African craft markets.  As the first generation 
of sculptors began passing away in the 1990s (Joosten 2001), their artwork continued to be 
gathered by collectors, while younger artists used their overseas connections to continue selling 
their work.  However, the lack of innovation on the ground in Zimbabwe (Akuda 2011), coupled 
with many dealers’ and sculptors’ promotion of the artwork as “traditional” craft in international 
markets, decertified the credibility of the sculpture as a “fine art” by many collectors. 
Set against the larger political economic context of the region, this chapter highlights how 
sculptors have struggled to understand the shifting global art marketplace – which increasingly 
valued political art – while trying to gain income in local settings that legitimated the ethnic 
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connotations of the work.  After discussing how only Zimbabwean sculptors who have 
maintained connections with international collectors and galleries continue to live in the country, 
I explain the breadth of emigration from Zimbabwe to South Africa because of the economic 
crisis.  Many other Zimbabwean sculptors now travel to sell artwork in South Africa (see 
Chapter 5), and by outlining the challenges faced by immigrants, I place their sculptures in the 
context of the contemporary art markets in South Africa.  Highlighting the charged political 
environment, I show how southern African artists are limited to produce social commentary 
through their art in both countries, while most sculptors are even more constrained in their 
subject material.  The overlap of the historical links to ethnicity and the current necessity to sell 
to tourists – who are usually uninterested in politics – doubly burden the Zimbabwean sculptors 
and are exacerbated by the economic crisis within Zimbabwe. 
Although the economy had strengthened following Zimbabwe’s independence from the 
Rhodesian regime in 1980, the new government’s emphasis on education resulted in a glut of 
teachers.  One sculptor told me that he had to stop teaching and moved to South Africa in 1993 
in order to make a living by selling sculpture.  The movement of migrant laborers – in my 
dissertation, artists rather than the more commonly examined mineworkers (Harries 1994), 
domestic workers (Dixon 2012), or traders (Muzvidziwa 2001a, 2001b; Peberdy 2000) – allows 
a unique opportunity to understand the long reach of the ethnic connotations that the sculpture 
invoked (cf. Comaroff and Comaroff 2009), and how they can have negative repercussions in the 
marketplace.  To observe the commodification of ethnicity let us visit the Rosebank African 
Market in Johannesburg, South Africa.   
Located in a three-story sprawling mall of upscale shops, the market provides a stark 
contrast to the wide-open, bright and airy spaces comprising the rest of the complex (see Figure 
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14).  Crowded stalls crammed together jostle for attention with an overabundance of colorful 
cloths, masks, drums, beaded figurines, and sculptures in the form of animals.  Animated by the 
continued calls of the stall-owners for passersby to come see their wares, this space epitomizes 
the gap between immigrants eking out a living, and the South African shop owners of department 
stores, grocery chains, bookstores, technology shops, and others storefronts in the rest of the 
mall. 
Indeed, the mall highlights the disparity of dire poverty surrounded by a South African 
society of extreme wealth.  Scratching at the surface of these tensions, I spoke with a 
Zimbabwean migrant artist who showed his distaste for the circumstances in which he found 
himself.  Tafara said that it is hard selling his sculptures because people often want to “bargain 
you down to nothing.”  During this angry explication he gestured to the large sign overhead, 
which read “This is Africa – We Bargain” (see Figure 15).  He described how he would 
challenge customers who didn’t treat him and his work with respect by asking for extreme 
discounts to see if they could find such prices elsewhere.  Tafara said that even “Behind this 
[mall] wall there is a store that sells them [similar sculptures – referring to a 6-foot tall 
Zimbabwean style woman (see Figure 16)] for 75,000 Rand ($10,714 USD), and I’m only asking 
4,500 [Rand or $643 USD].”  Emphasizing the unfairness of the situation, he asked me, “Why is 
that?”   
The superficial answer to Tafara’s rhetorical question highlighted the differences in 
display and location.  The open-air noisy market with its cluttered shelves contributed to a sense 
of claustrophobia exacerbated by each vendor approaching and asking prospective buyers if they 
would like to buy something from their stand, while the nearby Maryol International Art Gallery 
was spotless, and sculptures sat prominently displayed a few feet from each other on their own 
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pedestals (see Figure 17).  Contributing to the visual environment of the gallery as a place of 
value was the metal cage patrons had to walk through, with a door on either side, in order to 
enter the store.  Additionally, a long display case to the side highlighted a variety of jewelry, 
further underscoring the dissimilarity between the gallery and the neighboring market.  The vast 
economic gulf between immigrants and upscale shop-owners in this mall in South Africa 
emphasizes value in both the trappings and aesthetics of display. 
 While the clean, open gallery space creates an environment of authoritative knowledge, 
the singularly displayed sculptures contrast with the marketplace aesthetic of many similar or 
“mass-produced” artworks crowded together on overfull shelves.  The layout of the upscale 
gallery contributes to buyers’ perceptions that the owner’s understanding of distinction 
rationalizes the high prices, yet the gallery must also operate within market practice that 
distinguishes certain artists’ sculpture as more valuable than others.  Although patrons and 
gallery owners could often sort out the “mass-produced” from the “real” sculptures, market 
forces necessitated that some artists limit their innovation once they found success, in order to 
make it easier for gatekeepers to spot “forgeries.” 
 A buyer’s trusting of his senses to sort authentic from inauthentic sculpture – reinforcing 
patrons’ abstract ideas of what makes an artwork “valuable” in the process of aestheticization 
(Svasek 2007:10) 52 – is often a personally internal debate.  Yet, the confluence of a clients’ 
“sense” of value and artists’ practices sometimes clash, as I witnessed when one famous sculptor 
become embroiled in the identity politics of the marketplace by continuing to make a signature 
style, while consequently feeling that he was “begging” for sales.  While at Tengenenge in 2001, 
                                                 
52 Maruska Svasek defines aestheticization as “the process by which people interpret particular sensorial experiences 
as valuable and worthwhile” (2007:9).  Although she focuses on how art is perceived and discussed in relation to a 
viewer’s previous knowledge, the artwork’s reported status, and the spatial setting in which it is displayed, Svasek 
notes that the intersection of feeling and discourse also occurs within religious settings (2007:10). See Blau (1996) 
for further discussion on the link between art and religion. 
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I was working one day with Bernard Matemera and his crew of half a dozen “finishers.”  Many 
of the more successful artists often work with “finishers,” because so much of their time is taken 
up with making new sculptures.  Once the artist carves a piece up to a certain point (see Figure 
18), the “finishers” can take over the time-consuming task of sanding the artwork and heating the 
stone while adding numerous coats of wax to bring out the luster of the stone (Moyo 1989, and 
see Figure 18).  During this final stage of implementing the artist’s vision, many sculptors turn to 
family members for assistance, thereby training a new generation while gaining more time to 
envision and carve new artworks. 
 While working with Matemera’s crew, a German buyer named Ulrich (a pseudonym) 
approached me in a conspiratorial manner once he found out I was an anthropologist studying 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture.  He whispered that he saw some of the finishers at Matemera’s 
stand making the smaller sculptures from start to finish.  Ulrich claimed that 90% of the 
sculptures created are copies – albeit sanctioned by apprenticeship, as is found in many artisanal 
communities (cf. Colloredo-Mansfeld 2002).  He said, “Now everyone has other people make 
their own work for them, but the clever artists in town have all their helpers leave from where 
they are working when the doorbell rings.”  Ulrich described how the apprentices only make the 
smaller sculptures.  Nevertheless, Ulrich said he did not normally purchase Matemera’s work 
because the sculptor only had a few standard themes.  Despite the buyer’s condemnation of the 
sculptor’s lack of innovation, five days later I saw Ulrich closely examining some of Matemera’s 
larger sculptures.  The following conversation highlighted the paradox of creating a signature 
aesthetic that the marketplace demands, thereby trapping sculptors into creating a minimal level 
of innovation—a trend that is also condemned. 
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 Knowing that Ulrich was still inspecting sculptures for a large purchase, I approached – 
aware that he claimed he would normally not consider buying one of Matemera’s artworks – and 
asked if he was planning on purchasing a piece.  He replied, “After seeing people making 
Matemera’s smaller sculptures, I’m wondering if the larger pieces are made by him.”  Looking at 
one of the larger artworks, he pointed out the differences in the lip structure of a couple of other 
sculptures (see Figure 20).  In light of his previous comment regarding Matemera’s lack of 
originality, I asked, “So you think that after an artist gets established and is known for doing 
certain types of work, the sculptor should not experiment in even the littlest way?”  Despite his 
previous criticism of Matemera’s lack of innovation, he contradicted himself by saying, “Yes, 
that is what I believe.”  Although he did not plan to buy any artwork, it appeared that Ulrich was 
interested in establishing for which of Matemera’s pieces were “legitimate.”  As a gallery owner, 
he was vested in asserting authoritative knowledge within the marketplace, and his search for 
authenticity – unique artworks made by the sculptor who signed the sculpture – was a part of 
gaining information about the market. 
 On the one hand, the gallery owners’ challenge of differentiating “fakes” from 
“originals” points to the high-end market’s problem of distinguishing “quality” for sale in their 
own stores.  On the other hand, as a New York-based gallery owner explained to me in 2007, the 
layperson has an equally difficult time distinguishing innovative sculpture:  “To the untutored 
eye, the sculpture all looks the same, and this cheapens the work.”  Complicating the search by 
buyers for what makes an “authentic” Zimbabwean artwork, themes that were originally reserved 
for tourists and were created in small sizes for sale in roadside stands are now being replicated in 
sizes for permanent display in gardens – traditionally the domain of collectors with greater 
disposable income (Zilberg 2006). 
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 The vast resources needed to buy and transport larger sculptures to a permanent location 
adds to the authenticating practices of instituting an artwork or style.  In the past, only gallery 
owners with established resources, such as McEwen or Blomefield, could marshal such means.  
When I visited Zimbabwe and South Africa in 2011, I was surprised to find two different dealers 
(one in each country) rationalizing their selling of pieces that were “flow family” sculptures 
(Zilberg 2006) – twisting, abstract, sculptural forms of parents holding hands with children, 
commonly found in roadside stands (see Figure 21) – to overseas buyers.  Unlike the “flow 
family” sculptures found in the street markets, these sculptures were at least four feet high or 
taller (see Figure 22).   
 One of these dealers, Aviv, explained how two of the six-foot-tall, “curio-like” pieces had 
been bought by a South African collector.  Aviv described how the buyer had not purchased the 
sculptures because the artist was famous, but rather because he liked the piece—and would 
probably never buy another sculpture from this artist.  Describing how this “curio” theme had 
made it into the realm of expensive art, and following the New York-based gallery owner’s 
comments above, we may now see that even the large, more “unique” pieces are becoming less 
distinguishable from the rows and rows of sculpture in the roadside stands.  Furthermore, Aviv 
explained the rationale of just letting “the market” make the choice rather than judging what is 
“quality sculpture” by saying that “the market” has moved on since the halcyon days of 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture. 
 While Aviv talked about “the market” as an animate persona, I was struck by his 
ascription of active role to “the marketplace,” which distanced the dealer’s own agency within 
this social construct (cf. Ho 2009).  To try and bring the conversation into a more personal realm, 
I asked Aviv if he thought the term “airport art” as used by McEwen in the 1960s had any use 
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today.  He replied that the Zimbabwean government was not assisting artists, so if sculptors 
could produce tourist art by the roadside to gain income, then it was very useful.  “So, airport art, 
if these guys can take worthless serpentine stone and soapstone and turn it into a piece that sells, 
you are circumventing the government—which is not serving the people.”  Continuing, Aviv 
noted, “Airport art has a huge social service.  Forget ‘art,’ it has a social service.”  Rationalizing 
the importance of selling as much sculpture as possible, Aviv’s response highlighted not only 
how contemporary art worlds view the mass of Zimbabwean stone sculpture, but also how the 
artwork has in effect been built into an ethnic brand.  Debates about the political economic 
efficacy of “Shona” stone sculpture continue to this day. 
 
Contemporary Global Art Markets and Modernity 
 In December 2011, a group of twenty scholars, artists, and curators sat in the lecture 
room at the National Gallery of Zimbabwe along with the gallery’s director.  The topic of the 
event was “Innovation within Zimbabwean Stone Sculpture,” and the heated discussion turned 
towards the essence of the arts movement.  Some sculptors questioned the gallery curator, 
Raphael Chikukwa, to explain why he had excluded examples of stone sculpture in the country’s 
pavilion at the 2011 Venice Biennale.  His response was that the National Gallery wanted to 
surprise European viewers and highlight that the country had other types of quality art.53  The 
conversation then turned to the topic of what is the core identity of Zimbabwean stone sculpture. 
 The discussion of what makes an African artist’s work his or her own led audience 
members to pose hypothetical questions that fanned the debate: Can an artist not be influenced 
from elsewhere?  Does Zimbabwean sculpture need to remain “pure?”  On the one hand, the 
                                                 
53 Tapfuma Gutsa, previously a stone sculptor who will be discussed later in this chapter, provided an installation 
piece for the 2011 Venice Biennale.  Zimbabwe returned to Italy for the 55th biennale in 2013, with five new 
artists—none of them stone sculptors. 
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sculptor Dominic Benhura said that many African artists go elsewhere, such as Europe, and learn 
how to make installation art.  Talking about the European artists who create this type of artwork, 
he argued, “But we can’t compete with that because we don’t have the resources.  We need to 
remain true to our [sculpting] roots.”  Chikukwa, the gallery curator, responded that people 
living abroad, such as Yinka Shonibare, are definitely African artists,54 and he added that 
“installation art” has been created in Africa for thousands of years—it just hasn’t been labeled as 
such.  Chikukwa cited the examples of Great Zimbabwe, as well as various palaces and shrines 
on the continent, as “installations,” although these objects had not been defined that way.   
 Ironically, one of the most successful contemporary sculptors, Benhura, was 
essentializing Zimbabwean stone sculpture—and calling for a continued focus on stone work by 
local artists, “because there is plenty [of stone] here to work with.”  Yet, this prosperous artist’s 
understanding of world marketplaces clashed with both the gallery curator’s and the director’s 
authoritative knowledge of present-day art demand.  In an earlier interview with Director 
Sibanda, we had discussed the galleries BAT Workshop,55 which currently trains artists across a 
range of media.  Her comments illuminated the formalized instruction at the gallery, 
emphasizing a broad range of media.  Rather than just focusing on stone sculpture, she said:  
When we say institutionalized, I am assuming you heard that we want to 
formalize art appreciation and even art practice.  We’ve been training [artists] in 
the National Gallery for 30 years, mainly in practice – a little bit of theory in the 
last couple of years – but a lot of it is practice.  And we realized if we don’t 
                                                 
54 Shonibare is a Nigerian immigrant based in Britain, who uses African-print fabric that is industrially 
manufactured in Europe to critique the “fixed” categories of ethnicity (he is Yoruba). As a comment on the complex 
and problematic weaving of post-colonialism, he creates Victorian-era gowns and suits from this fabric. 
Additionally, he creates aliens and spacesuits with the cloth that highlight the foreignness of the nuclear family 
(Picton 2001). 
 
55 The British American Tobacco (BAT) Company began partially funding the National Gallery’s workshop in the 
early 1980s, but the mission of the instruction has changed over the years, as Director Sibanda explains above. 
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continue and improve on that training we’re not going to be able to get out of this 
certain sort of rut we’ve found ourselves in.  When I say “rut” I mean the 
tendency to be repetitive, and the tendency not to explore and experiment, [while] 
aspiring to new ideas and new practice.  This [instruction] is critical for that 
purpose, but not only for that purpose.  I think also because our foray into the 
Venice Biennale has shown, or confirmed a lot of things since – that Zimbabwean 
art is actually good and the artists are actually good beyond the movement of the 
stone sculpture, in virtually any material or medium.  So I think we have to 
capitalize on that, which I think we want to and we should, but we have to delve a 
little bit deeper into what art is, what it means, and how people can do it better. I 
think that is where [the formalized schooling] is coming from. 
The open discussion at the National Gallery of Zimbabwe brought out conflicted ideas between 
an artist’s understanding of Zimbabwean stone sculpture and the authoritative understanding of 
both the curator and director at the gallery. 
The tension between acknowledging the success of creating “Shona” stone sculpture and 
providing innovative artwork for international art markets is epitomized in Benhura’s work.  
Sculpting artworks that are devoid of identifying facial features, the stylistic “movement” of his 
sculptures appeals to a broad range of collectors.  Moreover, Benhura has innovated over the 
years by adding elements such as different types of stone (see Figure 23), using empty space, 
adding mirrors to his sculptures, and creating artworks made from the chipped pieces of 
discarded stone supported by a metal rod infrastructure that is hollow on the inside.56  Benhura 
consistently challenges himself as an artist, which also allows him to stay ahead of the 
                                                 
56 This type of sculpture was first displayed in the National Gallery of Zimbabwe in 2010 (Mbiriyamveka 2010), and 
Benhura was very protective of his intellectual property.  When I visited him in 2011, a large piece stood in the yard, 
covered by a tarp (“So that people won’t copy it”), and waiting for shipping (cf. on copying Scherer 2013:195-97). 
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competition—in effect, innovating as the curatorial authority of various gatekeepers demand, yet 
also staying true to “Zimbabwean stone sculpture.”   
An effort to distance his work from received categories in general, and from what is 
stereotypically “Shona sculpture” in particular, has always been part of Benhura’s success.  As 
he stated some years ago:  
These days I am often called a Zimbabwean stone sculptor, [and] sometimes a 
Shona stone sculptor. Either way the categorization of my work makes me cringe. 
I prefer to create artwork that cannot be easily identified. My work should appeal 
to all races and nationalities so I refuse to make human figures that can be easily 
identified within these categories (quoted in Sibanda 2001:46). 
Creating contemporary artwork with which many collectors can identify has certainly 
contributed in large part to Benhura’s international success. 
 His high level of accomplishment within the global art world is reflected back in the 
goodwill that Benhura garners within Harare.  When I interviewed him in 2001, he had already 
used his lucrative income to open a workshop, teaching new artists how to sculpt and providing 
stone for them to sculpt, a place to stay, and food.  Returning to Zimbabwe in 2011, I discovered 
that his workshop continued, although a new high wall separated it from his own residence and 
workspace.  Additionally, he had bought the rural arts cooperative, Tengenenge, from Tom 
Blomefield, who had been having a difficult time managing the place as he got older.  Benhura 
utilizes his global success by often giving to charities and schools, as highlighted in local 
newspaper articles (Butaumocho 2008).  The combination of homegrown goodwill and 
international travels through workshops has provided the sculptor with an understanding of how 
to generate a broad variety of connections to reach artistic success (cf. Colloredo-Mansfeld 
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2002)—an opportunity that is beyond the reach of many other talented Zimbabwean artists, 
following the imposition of international economic sanctions on Zimbabwe in 2003. 
 As fewer tourists and gallery owners have visited the country since the sanctions were 
imposed, self-taught – rather than university-educated – sculptors have had fewer opportunities 
to learn the vagaries of international art markets.  One gallery curator described to me in 2011 
how during Mugabe’s “first years in power after the independence of Rhodesia to become 
Zimbabwe, he was in fact fantastic for the country.  He gave everybody a very good education.  
Their O-levels were the equivalent of university entrance into a UK university. 57  The second 
generation [sculptors] were the beneficiaries of that Western education.”  Knowledge about how 
the wider world operated empowered the sculptors to make their own connections with important 
players in international art worlds.  Yet, as fewer tourists and gallery owners visited Zimbabwe 
to buy sculpture, artists were both marginalized from contemporary global art trends and forced 
to travel to surrounding countries to access markets and sell their sculptures. 
 
Becoming an “Alien”: Why and How Zimbabweans Illegally Cross Borders  
Before Zimbabwean sculptors travel to South Africa, they gather information from other 
migrants and travelers in preparation for their journey.  Drawing on diverse experiences from a 
variety of border crossers, in this section I outline the political crisis in Zimbabwe that 
precipitated a mass exodus of its citizens, and what the migration looks like, to put Zimbabwean 
sculptors’ travels and challenges in perspective (I discuss the artists’ specific dilemmas in 
Chapter 5).  As subjects of the nation-state, people become the focus of sovereign power as they 
are inspected at the border (cf. Lugo 2008).  Immigrants who cannot cross legally, because they 
                                                 
57 In British education, the Ordinary (“O”) level is the lowest of three levels of standardized secondary school—
roughly equivalent to middle school in the US.   
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do not have the proper documents, often must decide whether crossing illicitly is worth the risk 
of arrest, limb, or even life.  Increasingly, people have made the choice to cross the border as life 
in Zimbabwe grew more difficult beginning with the turn of the century. 
The Zimbabwean economy started to decline after an Economic Structural Adjustment 
Programme was introduced by the government in the 1990s.58  The economic downturn was 
exacerbated to an unprecedented degree when the state began a land reform program that 
resulted in international sanctions in 2003, after discussions in U.S. Congress two years earlier 
(Biden et al. 2001).  The flight of international capital and a variety of local factors preceded a 
collapse in the economy (Raftopoulos 2009), with inflation reaching an almost unimaginable 231 
million percent in 2008 (Agence France-Presse 2009).  Empty shelves in the stores created a 
mass exodus across the border to South Africa, where some found jobs, and others simply found 
food.   
As services such as electricity and water delivery in Zimbabwe’s cities failed, the 
country’s citizens questioned the modernity of the country, pushing those who were mobile to 
travel in order to deal with the uncertainties caused by a dearth of jobs and basic resources 
(Morreira 2010).  When Zimbabwe stabilized its economy in 2009 by adopting the U.S. dollar 
and South African rand for its official currency, many Zimbabweans were already living 
overseas and supporting an average of five people at home with remittances (Crush and Tevera 
2010:3).59  The breadth of support that these transfer of funds have provided alludes to the 
                                                 
58 The post-independence Zimbabwean government, of their own volition, initiated the Economic Structural 
Adjustment Programme (ESAP) to liberalize their economy: “The rationale for the program was that by dismantling 
[pre-independence regulatory] controls, economic efficiency would be restored and a conducive environment for 
private sector activity established” (African Development Bank 1997: ii).  
 
59 The World Bank estimated that 510,084 Zimbabweans were living in South Africa in 2005 (Crush and Tevera 
2010:5), while other researchers estimate 1,022,965 Zimbabweans were in South Africa in 2007 (Makina 2010:228). 
The huge range of estimates foregrounds the difficulty of counting who may not want to be identified, while also 
emphasizing how the use of statistics can be used to generate a rhetoric of crisis (see Chapter 5). 
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necessity of traveling for access to income.  Nevertheless, the rush across the border of South 
Africa was met with derision on the other side.  The South African state insisted that 
Zimbabwean asylum seekers proffer evidence of “political violence” to receive clearance to stay 
in the country—economic hardship was not enough (Morreira 2011).  
The desperation of Zimbabweans underscores the risks that they take when crossing the 
border illegally.  As the difficulties of surviving in Zimbabwe became severe, some citizens 
attempted border journeys that might include swimming across the crocodile-infested Limpopo 
River, bribing officials, and risking beatings, robbery, and rape.  The passage from not being able 
to eke out a living in Zimbabwe to surviving a “bare life” in South Africa – the biopolitics that 
deprive individuals of any rights (Agamben 1998) – takes place at the South African border as 
people try to make the journey, often relying on others within the area to show them how to 
negotiate the challenges of international boundaries.   
Nevertheless, the border remains a place that is much more open than both countries’ 
governments like to make public (for Mexico, see Alvarez 1995).  The territory of ethnic groups 
such as the Venda in northeastern South Africa span the Limpopo River, with related populations 
in Zimbabwe (Joshua Project n.d., Kruger National Park n.d.) and a long history of travel in the 
region that stretches back to the 13th century (Mulaudzi 2011).  Due to this history, government 
agents in both countries allow for free travel across national boundaries all along the border by 
ethnic groups with similar circumstances as the Venda—as one regular border-crosser, Sizwe, 
informed me in 2011.  Living on the border along the approximately 125 miles of the Limpopo 
River abutting the two countries gave my informant a wealth of knowledge about how easy it is 
to find a way across illegally. 
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Although crossing the Limpopo River can be dangerous because of the threat of 
crocodiles (Bell 2014, Meldrum 2007), it occurs often enough that “there’s a special taxi service 
that runs on the main road to particular crossing points on the river.”  Sizwe explained that the 
minibus vans, which travel along regular routes, “drop people off, and also somebody waits in 
the bush and points them [the border-crossers] to where is the best place to go over.”  The 
business of catering to “illegal” border jumpers does not just extend to legal avenues of 
commerce, such as taxi rides when people cross the boundary, or banks that consume from 12-
15% of remittances (Burgsdorff 2012).  Economic exploitation of immigrants also extends to 
abuses of power when South African officials extort from marginalized travelers. 
The framing of migrants as “illegal” and the discursive conflation of this illegality into 
the category of criminals who perpetuate other crimes has been occurring since majority rule in 
South Africa began in 1994 (Klaaren and Ramji 2001).  For example, during “Operation 
Crackdown” in 2000, South African police swept through downtown Johannesburg, assaulted 
immigrants while arresting them, and often ripped up their papers or refused to allow them to 
leave detention centers to retrieve their documents before they were deported (Klaaren and 
Ramji 2001:36).  With a history of such draconian actions – creating “illegal aliens” by 
confiscating or destroying paperwork – foreigners who are victims of violence hesitate to request 
the assistance of police.  Without recourse to police protection, migrants easily become targets 
for both the South African state and some local citizens alike. 
Sizwe, the border-dweller I mentioned above, described how thugs wait at the illicit 
crossings and rob people who they know will be bringing money with them.  He explained that 
there was conflict at one of the major border towns, as “the local community is either helping 
everyone who is going through the area, or getting money from those people as a toll.  The locals 
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were really getting angry with the police and saying, ‘You don’t have to beat them up, just take 
their money.  There’s really no need’” (for an example of Mexican border dwellers taking 
advantage of migrants, see Rosas 2012).  The fact that some police officers will take bribes for 
safe passage or even arrange smuggling en masse (Vigneswaran et al. 2010:472),60 emphasizes 
the insecurity of the border zone.  Illegal border crossings become fraught with danger, and the 
stories of these journeys spread among networks of foreigners (see below).  
The danger becomes more severe for marginalized travelers such as women and children.  
Entering a country that has the purportedly highest incidence of rape in the world (Faul 2013), 
female migrants in South Africa provide easy targets by those wishing to take advantage of them.  
A variety of aid agencies have sprung up, both on the border and further within South Africa, to 
assist those targeted by violence.  However, as one local worker in the border town of Musina 
notes, it is difficult for women to report rapes because they either fear revenge violence by the 
perpetrators, or they do not want to expose themselves to stigma from friends and family 
resulting from a public civil court case (Marima 2013).  Although stories of rape may only be 
shared amongst close female friends because of shame, other stories – whether true, embellished, 
or urban legend – are traded as tales of the fragility of life as a migrant in South Africa. 
The difficulties of crossing the border with absolutely nothing except the clothes on one’s 
back, and perhaps a bit of money stashed in one’s shoe, leads to much desperation as people 
arrive in South Africa.  After traveling to the urban centers, migrants may finally acknowledge 
that they need assistance.  From at least 2007, the Central Methodist Mission in Johannesburg 
has fulfilled a critical role as a haven for up to 1,500 immigrants nightly, providing a church that 
                                                 
60 Sean McNamara (1986) discusses the difficulties of learning bribery’s informal rules of wealth redistribution, and 
the expectation that police supplement their income within a vignette on his fieldwork in Bolivia.  
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becomes an overnight refuge, with people sleeping cheek to jowl on pews and on the floors 
(Campbell 2012, Bloom n.d.). 
The minister of this downtown Johannesburg church, Bishop Paul Verryn, has provided 
shelter and networking opportunities for thousands of refugees who have stayed there.  A hub for 
foreigners, the church has been the target of police arresting immigrants en masse – over 1,300 
were arrested at the church four months before the 2008 xenophobic attacks (SAPA 2008).  
Verryn emphasized that the mission is critical as a barometer of the desperation of migrants 
coming from Zimbabwe.   
He described to me an incident when his office staff overheard five women in the waiting 
room talking about rapes that had occurred at the border.  Bishop Verryn called the women into 
his office in order to debrief them and provide support, as he often does.  He said, “I’m sorry to 
tell you, but your conversation has been overheard, and I am disturbed about the profound 
trauma you have been through.  I believe all of you are speaking of experiences of rape.”  They 
replied:  
Well, you know, yes, all of us have been raped, but the issue that we are 
struggling with most is not the rape.  We were coming across the river and the 
magumagumas came to meet us.61  We thought that they were going to help us 
carry our bags across. And we still don’t understand it, but one woman was 
carrying her child on her back, and they went up to this woman and they grabbed 
the child off her back, and in front of us all, threw the child into the river. There 
                                                 
61 Magumagumas have been defined as “scavengers” (Long and Crisp 2011), or “non-state actors responsible for 
various forms of abuse, exploitation and extortion along the border” (Araia and Monsoon 2009:68). In the Shona 
language, maguma guma means “to get something the easy way” (Solidarity Peace Trust 2004:60). 
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was nothing that we could do, and we saw the child being swept away. And the 
woman isn’t with us now, but we just can’t get the picture out of our minds. 
Such horrifying stories that people tell of border crossings emphasize how the creation and 
control of borders by the nation-state allows a dehumanization, or re-categorization of political 
subjects as “bare life” (Agamben 1998, Danso and McDonald 2001).  People’s desperation for an 
adequate living places them in a border zone that accentuates their status as Other (Chavez 1998, 
2008, McDonald 2000).  The division of “us” versus “them” is subtly emphasized in the African 
markets mentioned earlier, wherein vendors represent wares from specific regions across the 
continent.  Although tourists might see a mélange of “African” products, the sellers often 
specialize in products from a particular region depending on their networks—which 
reemphasizes political identity and ethnicity (overlapping with Zimbabwean stone sculpture as 
discussed in Chapter 2). 
 As more immigrants travel across the border, and Zimbabwean stone sculptors attempt to 
make a living in open-air markets, the artwork is increasingly categorized as a “craft.”  Despite 
the rhetoric in fine art markets that artwork can precipitate social change (see Mugabe’s quote at 
the beginning of Chapter 1), and in contrast to the sculpture movement’s valorizing of 
indigenous expression during the Rhodesian era, current identity politics relegate the artwork to 
apolitical, tourist-focused venues.  Art can be used to give voice to those who are 
disenfranchised, but only with certain costs and limitations – such as the institutional control of 
market factors on the one hand, and of nation-states through legislative powers on the other 
hand.   
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A Dearth of “Proper” Art: Rethinking Art and Politics in Southern Africa 
 In comparing the political contexts of Zimbabwe, a purportedly brutal regime that 
condemns open expression, with the “liberal democracy” of South Africa, we can analyze the 
claims that art questions the status quo.  These two countries have long had an interwoven – and 
sometime contentious – history, providing opportunities for contemporary artists in South Africa 
who often comment on politics within their work.  To understand the current state (or lack) of 
political commentary within Zimbabwean stone sculpture, and gain another point of reference as 
to why the movement has lost relevance, I now examine the interplay between politics in 
Zimbabwe and South Africa, and political commentary by southern African artists.  The song 
lyrics quoted below from the song “Chicken to Change,” by multinational popular music group 
Freshlyground, highlights the frustration that artists have with Zimbabwe’s President Mugabe.  
Implicitly, because the band is South African (including one Zimbabwean artist), the subtext 
alludes to the interconnectedness of the southern African region.   
I remember a time when you were noble / conqueror / a supernova 
So resplendent! 
Out of this world, you were shiny as a revelation! 
Ye phithi phithi ingqondo yakho? 
Le tyibiliki ithongo lakho? 
Korokoto wasoloko wathembisa ukusivulela amasango 
kodwa nguwe olala nesitshixo 
 
(Translated from Zulu by author— 
Did you lose sight of your vision? 
Did you lose grip of your dreams?  
You promised always to open the gates for us, 
but it is you who sleeps with the key.) 
  
 112 
 
In the first stanza, the group emphasizes Mugabe’s role as a respected freedom fighter, while the 
second stanza questions his “big man” mentality62—a belief that he alone can fix postcolonial 
problems. The decimation of Zimbabwe’s economy by bad government policy and the 
consequent international sanctions resulted in hundreds of thousands of immigrants flooding into 
South Africa for better opportunities.  Thus, the lyrics from Chicken to Change tap into both a 
critique of Zimbabwe’s government and the frustration that many South Africans feel at the 
abundance of Zimbabwean immigrants within their country.  The overlap of art, critique of 
public figures, and lived politics has some parallel with early political art in Zimbabwean stone 
sculpture. 
Many artists instantiated within their work the fight for the rights of the black majority 
during Zimbabwe’s war for independence in the 1970s—whether through lyrics to songs 
decrying the repressive regime (Turino 2000), or stone sculpture that showed the bust of a 
nationalist leader or presented a guerilla carrying an AK-47 with bandoleer slung around his 
shoulder (Larkin 2011:238).  The Euro-American secular elite discourse of “art” as created by 
the individual challenging the status quo translates very easily to these artworks.  Indeed, over a 
decade ago, as the Zimbabwean government latched onto the populist protest actions for 
reclaiming land and turned it into a racial issue, I witnessed sculpture that directly tapped into the 
politics of the time. 
During my travels in Zimbabwe in 2001, a visiting European gallery owner told me a 
story about one of the pieces of sculpture he had seen.  He described the piece as four 
disembodied arms holding each other at the wrist so that they were connected in a square 
                                                 
62 In another song on the same album, Radio Africa, they critique South African politicians as “Big Men,” forgetful 
of the people whom they are supposed to be serving, while consuming markers of affluence (e.g. expensive cars and 
designer clothes). 
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formation.  The arms were polished to a black sheen; the artist had told the European dealer that 
the piece symbolized blacks and whites working together (see Figure 24).   
The dealer, as he explained to me, then asked the artist why two of the four arms had not 
been left unpolished so that they would be white.  The sculptor replied that he would have gotten 
into trouble with the ruling party.  Later, I confirmed this story with the artist, and discovered 
that the excited dealer had bought three similar pieces.  However, the sculptor told me that he 
would not make any other pieces like this, fearing for his safety.  The dealer consequently took 
the sculptures back to Europe, and the artwork – along with the story behind it – entered the 
Western discourse about Zimbabwe as he inevitably talked about the artwork in order to make 
his sales.  In this more current example of Zimbabwean political sculpture, the artwork was seen 
by the dealer as artistic innovation and worthy of highlighting—alluding to the folk ideology that 
artists are the precursors of societal change. 
 
Artistic Comment on (Oversimplified) Politics 
This artistic comment on the political situation in Zimbabwe after the divisive 
parliamentary elections in 2000 reflects an easy artistic dichotomy portrayed by the media: some 
sculptures condemn racial violence while others reflect nationalist solidarity (see Figure 25).63  A 
writer for the Atlantic Monthly explained this by juxtaposing the Zimbabwean populace versus 
Mugabe’s cronies and thugs: 
… the mounting severity of Mugabe's crackdown is a testament to his frustration 
with the resilience of civil society, which simply refuses to go away.  If Mugabe 
                                                 
63 In all my visits to Zimbabwe, I have often seen sculpture that reflects nationalist solidarity, whether artwork 
carved in the form of the stone birds found at the Great Zimbabwe ruins (and now a national icon), or stone maps of 
Zimbabwe.  However, it is important to keep in mind that the outward appearance of nationalism does not 
necessarily reflect the sculptor’s political alignment with either the government or the opposition. 
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were to give up power, Zimbabweans insist, the country would quickly show how 
liberated citizens can mend a shattered land (Power 2003) 
Contrasting this shrill tone, some authors highlight how Western discourse often oversimplifies 
nuanced overseas situations (cf. Winegar 2008).  The complexity of the political situation goes 
beyond Mugabe versus white farmers, or a despotic dictator versus “civil society.”  However, if a 
researcher’s use of textual analysis in newspaper or magazine articles can discover 
generalizations which represent the state of affairs to larger audiences, then how might we 
unearth the subtleties of politics found within an artwork? 
 Put simply, to what degree can an artwork engender productive discussion about complex 
situations?  Or, does the limited nature of a single song, painting, sculpture, piece of poetry, or 
even the collected artworks in an exhibition actually reinforce easy stereotypes and dichotomies 
about political circumstances?  Art viewers and buyers bring their own preconceptions to any 
exhibition, and despite popular discourse propounding artists as the vanguard of social change 
(see Mugabe’s epigraph in Chapter 1), there are limits to this “folk theory.”  Anthropologist 
Jessica Winegar (2008) explains how, following the attacks on the World Trade Center on 
September 11, 2001, many arts professionals created shows and exhibitions to counteract the 
rhetoric of “evil Muslims” often encountered in popular discourse.  
 Winegar asserts that the progressive aspirations of these shows resulted in a conflation of 
Islam and Middle Eastern achievements, even when there might not be a link between religion 
and societies accomplishments.  “By selecting particular forms of cultural production from a 
larger and extremely diverse field, and labeling them ‘Middle Eastern art’ or ‘Islamic art,’ this 
representational exercise reproduces, as Orientalist representations do, a one-to-one 
homogenizing correlation between region, culture, history, and religion” (2008:655).  
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Furthermore, valorizing the unique Middle Eastern artist who critiques gender or religious norms 
is a form of cultural patrimony, and extends U.S. interests when these types of art are supported 
by institutions (2008:661).64  Winegar explains how “These [exhibitions] are structured around 
two related [universalist] assumptions: that art is a uniquely valuable and uncompromised agent 
of cross-cultural understanding; and that art constitutes the supreme evidence of a people’s 
humanity, thereby bringing us all together” (2008:652).  Following this assertion, if artwork 
often operates on assumptions that make it easier to forget about cultural relativity, is it possible 
to use art to bridge understanding between different societies—especially when the situation on 
the ground calls for a nuanced understanding of a variety of factors? 
 In Zimbabwe’s case, journalists writing for the U.S. mass media often blame the financial 
woes of the country on Mugabe’s controversial land reform laws.65  However, these articles 
rarely discuss how people not associated with his government had been reclaiming land on their 
own long before the government got involved (Alexander 2006, Kriger 2003, Moyo 2000), or 
that some of the institutionalized land reform has actually helped people (Scoones et al. 2011).  If 
the political impasse is to be resolved in Zimbabwe, both the government and its critics will need 
to acknowledge that reform does assist some disenfranchised citizens.  Unfortunately, the 
creation of sculpture that references the racial undertones of the dispute (such as the four-armed 
artwork mentioned above) leaves out the subtleties. 
                                                 
64 However, by focusing on political artists that critique the Zimbabwean or South African governments, I am also 
fitting into this discourse of what makes a “proper” government (e.g. one that doesn't abuse its citizens, and one that 
allows people to vote in meaningful elections and allows them greater control over their own lives). 
 
65 The Zimbabwean government had promised land reform since independence, but it wasn’t until after the 
Economic Structural Adjustment Program of 1990, which led to deepening poverty and occupation of land by poor 
people and war veterans, that the government coopted the movement.  Spurred by a parliamentary loss in the 2000 
elections, the government supported the movement which resulted in over a hundred politically related deaths 
between 2000-03 (Moyo and Yeros 2005a:188).  For the dilemma of black farm workers being caught in the 
crossfire, see Rutherford (2004), and Waeterloos and Rutherford (2004). 
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Yet contemporary art thrives on wider socio-politics as dealers’, gallery owners’, and 
curators’ discourses surrounding art often reflect social situations and political dilemmas.  In the 
past century, Western collectors and gallery owners were responsible for reproducing primitivist 
stereotypes of Africa (Clifford 1988, Errington 1998, Price 1991), often occurring at the same 
time that many African countries were struggling for independence.  From the patrimonial 
patronage of pre-independence artistic practice, it is difficult to untangle the complexities of how 
art is affected by politics on a global scale, but the effects on individual sculptors can be 
examined as sites of contact (Condry 2006) to gain an understanding of the interplay between 
locals’ understanding of politics and the international framing of events.  Fortunately, my long-
term fieldwork allowed access to a decade of participant observation, and I serendipitously found 
one site of contact where local and international actors met; an environment where personal 
political beliefs could be changed or solidified, depending the explosiveness of events. 
 
But Where Did All the Political Art Go? 
 Before traveling to Zimbabwe for fieldwork in 2011, I was disheartened to read about a 
crackdown on political art in the country.  If “proper” art is – as Mugabe described in the 
epigraph in Chapter 1 – the artist at the forefront of social change, then it seemed that the 
geriatric ruler was really trying to squash the inklings of free thought in the country through 
oppression of artists.  While preparing in 2010 for my research in Zimbabwe during the 
following year, the most obvious example of artistic repression that I discovered was the 
government’s arrest of Owen Maseko, and the closure of his exhibition at the National Gallery of 
Zimbabwe in Bulawayo (Smith 2010).  
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 Maseko’s exhibition confronted the massacre of Ndebele people in the 1980s, shortly 
after independence, by Mugabe’s North Korean-trained Fifth Brigade during Operation 
Gukurahundi.  The result of slaughtering at least 1,200 civilians and dissidents – the latter 
supported by a “third colonial force,” as conservative media in Zimbabwe currently claim 
(Kanengoni 2011) – was the ascendance of Mugabe’s ZANU party over the opposition ZAPU 
party (Alexander et al. 2000).  Horrific memories persist among those who lived through the 
Gukurahundi massacres, and Maseko intended to address the sublimated pain through his art in 
order to spur national reconciliation, saying “There are mass graves in our country.  If people are 
to move on, they need to rebury their brothers, sisters and mothers in peace” (as quoted in Smith 
2010). 
 However, the “reconciliatory” exhibition – featuring red-saturated paintings showing 
screaming victims, and a looming figure in heavy-framed glasses figuring prominently in some 
of the paintings (an allusion to Mugabe) – drew the attention of the government and was shut 
down by police within 24 hours of its opening in March 2010.  Maseko was arrested and charged 
with insulting the president, and presenting falsehoods prejudicial to the state, a sentence 
carrying a penalty of up to 20 years in prison (Dugger 2011).  One of his installation pieces of 
ballots being flushed down a toilet with graffiti on the wall stating “Place your ballot here” made 
explicit reference to the current political situation wherein the opposition party, Movement for 
Democratic Change (MDC), won the 2008 presidential election by a slight margin.  Yet, when 
the constitutionally mandated second election occurred, a rash of violence against MDC party 
members motivated the opposition’s presidential candidate, Morgan Tsvangirai, to withdraw 
from the runoff.  Utilizing art as a medium for critique, Maseko conflated contemporary political 
 118 
 
injustice with the massacres of twenty years earlier in his exhibition—a situation that the 
Zimbabwean government could not tolerate. 
 As word got out about the closing of his exhibition, Maseko was condemned by some 
Zimbabweans as pandering to Western interests in order to get money from donors or asylum in 
another country (Baya 2012).  In contrast, other people congratulated him for bravely sticking to 
his principles.  The fraught terrain of which art is too political, and which is not was emphasized 
when Maseko was not included in the historic, first Zimbabwean pavilion at the Venice Biennale 
in 2011 just one year later, as some citizens congratulated the four artists chosen to exhibit for 
not explicitly putting their politics on display (John Sakino, comment on Sharp and Howden 
2011).  Despite some public perception that the featured artists were apolitical, it was hard not to 
see political references in some of the the artworks at the internationally acclaimed biennale. 
 As an example: Tapfuma Gutsa’s artwork at the biennale splayed across the floor with a 
red and black checkerboard configuration, emphasized a game that is played through deadly 
precision66—through a series of attacks, counterattacks, and sacrifices.  Gutsa’s artwork roots the 
game in Africa, as each end of the board has a set of soccer goal posts, and in the center, 
vuvuzelas – the prolific, noisy, plastic horns made infamous at the 2010 South African World 
Cup – bound together to a pair of gourds (often used in traditional settings to sip beer while 
negotiating social problems), resting in a neutral space bisecting the checkerboard of the art 
installation.  But the optimistic central gap is offset by the uneven, ominous, high stakes alluded 
to through the guarding of one goalpost by chess pieces in the form of military helmets (whose 
goal is much smaller than the opposing side).  The other side of the board is set with a variety of 
hats that might be worn by civilians to keep the sun off them while working, or perhaps put on 
                                                 
66 Tapfuma Gutsa was one of the first Zimbabwean stone sculptors to receive funding to travel overseas for formal 
training in the arts—a British Council award to study at the City and Guilds of London School of Art from 1982-5. 
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for stylish purposes in the city.  Although not as explicitly political as the artworks found in 
Maseko’s illegal exhibition, the multimedia piece draws on an assortment of icons, familiar to 
those viewers who understand the context in which it was made, and the possible symbolism of 
the different pieces. 
 The variety of hats facing off against helmets indicates a game of civilians versus 
military—the current configuration of authority in Zimbabwe as generals in the army have stated 
they will not support the opposition party, the Movement for Democratic Change (which rose 
from a constellation of labor unions).  Highlighting the uneven power differential, Gutsa made 
the goal posts on the military side of the board much smaller, emphasizing how difficult it will 
be for the civilians to score and win the game.  The vuvuzelas represent Zimbabwe’s neighbor, 
South Africa.  The horns are remembered for the controversy created during the 2010 World Cup 
in South Africa, because locals’ constant cacophony of blasts on the horns resulted in many 
foreign news reporters calling for their banning at the games.  The representation of South Africa 
as a mediator in the contested middle space of the checkerboard becomes more apparent from the 
gourds (dende) lashed to the horns.  The gourds are traditionally used to drink millet beer at 
ceremonies in honor of the ancestors – often large gatherings, with the calabash serving the 
alcohol as a social lubricant (Bourdillon 1998:116). 
 However, with the mixed results of both South Africa’s recent presidents to arbitrate the 
disputed Global Political Agreement (GPA) following the 2008 elections,67 Gutsa raises the 
uncomfortable question of whether this mediation resulted in a leveling of the playing field.  The 
                                                 
67 The GPA was signed by Mugabe and the opposition party as an agreement to share power, purportedly to lead the 
country to political stability if both parties attended to certain political reforms.  President Thabo Mbeki (1994-2008) 
– as the original mediator for the GPA – was known for his “quiet diplomacy,” and overall support of land reform 
(New Zimbabwe 2013), while President Jacob Zuma (2009-present), took a more hardline stance at the outset, but 
still had not seen much progress up to the time of the Venice Biennale (see New Zimbabwe 2012a for an example of 
Pres. Mugabe telling Zuma that he could be rejected by Zimbabwe as a mediator). 
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differently-sized goal posts indicate the game is heavily favored for the military. Despite Gutsa 
explaining that he often references signs and meaning in his artwork, the artist’s political 
configuration of symbolism seemed lost on some of his critics. 
Gutsa couches his artwork in terms of Western language, using the term “shamanism” to 
signify mythical underpinnings, but his words point to an important subtext as someone who has 
been schooled in Western frames of thought—and utilizes his linguistic competence within the 
marketplace (Bourdieu 1997).  He explains his other artworks: 
objects such as buffalo horns are used by medicine men to empower and strengthen the 
warrior before battle – in this sense the shaman creates an object that can acquire 
meaning and influence people, just as an AK47 or a bible can wield influence and power 
– I am therefore interested in creating ‘gadgets of influence’ – enigmatic forms that are 
intrinsically functional, in the sense that medicines or weapons are functional. It is a kind 
of alchemy (October Gallery 2012). 
If the functionality of alchemic shamanism as it relates to his work includes meaning embedded 
in form, or “gadgets of influence,” then the “influence” of which he speaks indicates he believes 
people will talk about, or at least critically think about his art.  With his artwork highlighted at 
the Venice Biennale, the exhibition provided greater opportunity to influence a broad swath of 
art connoisseurs. 
 However, according to some art critics who saw the exhibition, certain forms of artwork 
indicate freedom of expression, while others do not.  On the one hand, Maseko and his 
supporters argue for open communication via non-subtle artwork (Baya 2012), while critics 
claim these explicitly “political” pieces turn exhibitions into “demonstrations” of protest against 
the government (John Sakino, comment on Sharp and Howden 2011).  On the other hand, a deep 
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reading of symbolism within artworks acknowledges that there will always be discussion and 
action regarding the politics of people’s lives.  If the government represses these dialogues in 
certain spaces – whether in a tightly controlled apartheid nation, or post-independence countries 
– the discourse will be pushed underground so that it is less explicit.  Ironically, the use of 
subtlety within artwork often makes it more appealing to “fine art” consumers, rather than 
“propagandist” art that explicitly attempts to rile authorities (cf. the comment posted by 
“1Ed_r_cross1” on Sharp and Howden 2011).   
The restrained use of explicit and easily read symbolism, while claimed by some artists to 
be self-censorship (Meldrum 2011), allowed other Zimbabwean artists to participate in the 
ground-breaking exhibition at the 2011 Venice Biennale.  Although debates occurred regarding 
the level of political symbolism inherent in the artworks exhibited, the freedom of expression at 
the international event underscored the repression of artists at home.  The biennale’s practice of 
grouping exhibitions by country highlighted, on the global stage, the contradiction of artistic 
inclusion abroad, while also stifling Zimbabwean artists’ expression at home.  The hypocrisy of 
lionizing national artists within international arenas was not lost on many art observers (Sheers 
2011), especially because patrons and connoisseurs focus on artwork that foregrounds the plight 
of disenfranchised victims.68  
 
What Can or Can’t Be Said through the Arts: Explicit Artworks in Zimbabwe 
The claims of both art critics and artists that repression by the Zimbabwean government 
creates self-censorship and shuts down conversations alludes to larger social processes that can 
                                                 
68 The Mexico pavilion at the 2009 Venice Biennale featured Teresa Margolles’ dramatic art installation piece, 
“What else could we talk about?”  Fabrics saturated with mud and the blood of victims of narco-traffic in Mexico 
decorated the exhibit, while victims’ family members constantly mopped the floors with a mixture of water and 
blood (Keith 2009). 
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have implications for a broad swath of people within a country.  Returning to the idea that the 
creation of artwork is a commentary on society on a wider scale, examining where and how 
artistic dialogue can be aired can provide us with a greater idea of the weight of certain topics.  
Therefore it is necessary to turn from discussing the broad dichotomy of explicit political art 
versus subtle symbolism to the logics of irony—specifically, how this discursive strategy is used 
within socially repressive environments in order to open up spaces for dialogue. 
Fernandez and Huber claim that the politics and ethics of irony arise from, and depend 
on, its indirection – i.e., saying one thing while meaning another (2001:5).  They emphasize 
the politics of irony and the possibility of its capacity to reveal opposing truths (2001:18), rather 
than the process of irony (Hutcheon 1995).  Much scholarly literature focuses on how satire can 
be politically utilized by the weak to create wider discussions critiquing larger social processes 
such as capitalism (Haugerud 2013).  Studies situated in Communist contexts, such as East 
Germany, highlight how the obfuscation of language through irony allowed citizens to speak 
against the Soviet bloc, and wryly comment on neoliberal markets in post-socialist states 
(Rethmann 2009)—highlighting the use of language against repressive governments (cf. 
Zambezi News 2013 on Zimbabwe).  Yet irony is not limited to critiques of communist 
governments as Boyer and Yurchak (2010) argue that the rise of subtle ridicule in the West (e.g. 
The Colbert Report, the Yes Men, The Onion) indicates particular parallels between late 
liberalism and late communism. 
Taking their point, especially in relation to the rising militarization of the police and 
government spying on U.S. citizens since the “War on Terror” began (Mahajan 2002), we also 
saw how irony allowed a space to critique racist nationalism shortly after the World Trade 
Center attacks (Achter 2008).  Although, irony is often cited explicitly as political, it is important 
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to focus on irony as a discursive strategy to understand underlying cultural meanings in overseas 
contexts—discovering “irony’s edge” (Hutcheon 1995).  For example, when I visited Zimbabwe 
in 2001 many sculptors saw the declining economy and the failing of their trade as fewer buyers 
visited the country leading to the wry commentary in the epigraph to Chapter 2 about begging 
through creating art.   
Ironic commentary on the reliance of tourist dollars slapped me in the face while living at 
Tengenenge in 2001.  One day I was invited to watch a Nyau ritual welcoming new female and 
male initiates back into the community.69  After the initiates walked stiffly past the gathered 
crowd, the musicians began pounding on drums, and the audience of farm workers and stone 
sculptors were treated to a whirling masquerade of dancers and stilt walkers.  As one performer 
spun around within the encircling group, I noticed his t-shirt was emblazoned with plain serif 
text reading, “I chanted for this absolutely fabulous t-shirt darling.”  The dancer explicitly 
highlighted the irony of “performing culture” for pay.  His satirical politics (Fischer 1986:224) – 
which he literally wore on his sleeve – underscores the edge of irony that some Zimbabwean 
artists utilize when drawing on layered symbolic meaning. 
Although the drummer’s t-shirt comments in a satirical manner, James Fernandez (2001) 
talks about an “active” irony that engenders change, rather than just being ironic in making fun 
of a situation and not trying to do anything about it.  Similarly, Cross (1998) discusses the ironist 
who can laugh at his own situation, and the defeated ironist who finds no meaning in life.  The 
difference between these two ideologies of irony overlaps within the act of communicating.  
Hutcheon notes “that, in ironic discourse, the whole communicative process is not only ‘altered 
                                                 
69 The Nyau are a semi-secret society of mask-makers from Malawi (Curran 1999, Groves 2012, Marwick 1968), a 
country from which some of the sculptors at Tengenenge have emigrated.  For the constructivist integrating of Nyau 
dancing within Tengenenge’s rural African authenticity, see Zilberg (2001b), and for the aesthetic influence of the 
masks on the sculpture see Zilberg (1996: 214-21). 
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and distorted’ but also made possible by those different worlds to which each of us differently 
belong and which form the basis of the expectations, assumptions, and preconceptions that we 
bring to the complex processing of discourse, of language in use” (1995:89). 
Returning to the country in 2011, ten years after seeing the arm sculpture mentioned 
above, I discovered that critique still occurred, but after the passing of a Public Order and 
Security Act (POSA) in 2002, the edge of irony had gained more salient force.  I met with 
painters, mixed media artists, and spoken word poets who all talked about the multi-layered 
complexity of art and how it could be used to display multiple meanings.  As one artist told me, 
“Every artwork has two meanings – one that is not political, for explaining to the government, 
and another that is usually the opposite meaning.”  The gravitas of maintaining irony’s edge was 
made explicit as I talked with another artist one day outside his studio. 
Under the sun-dappled sidewalk near a busy suburban shopping center, we were talking 
about how governments fail their citizens.  As we discussed his experiences in South Africa after 
a visit there as an artist, he said, “After Mandela was elected at independence, the power led 
them [the ANC] into thinking it’s payback time. The whole Zulu/Xhosa thing turned into 
[nationalistic] pride, and now they’re taking it out on all the ‘lesser’ Africans who are supposedly 
coming to take their jobs.”  
 Immediately after this he said, “Did you see how I said, ‘Mandela was elected?’  That 
was because someone was walking by on the street and I didn’t want them to think that I’d been 
talking about the Zim government.” I was a bit shocked at his veiled talk in front of a random 
passerby, but it shows how some artists would rather take the perspective of maintaining a 
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“healthy paranoia,” drawing on the slippery edge of irony and interpretation to say what they 
want while couching their art in multiple meanings.70 
 However, the limits of irony seem to be somewhat shaped by artistic medium, 
particularly missing from the more solid arts – as when I was in Zimbabwe during 2011 I did not 
see any explicitly political Zimbabwean sculpture.  I believe that in the current era (post-2008), 
artists find it more difficult to be political, because the art is more permanent and less easily 
hidden—in other words, the “ironic edge” of sculpture is more subdued than performance art.  
As a poet, Dambudziko, told me:  
With static art, what is there will trigger a response one way or the other. Whereas with 
things like spoken word and music, you can beautify it and cover it with a whole lot of 
metaphors. With a painting, you can stand and say, “Okay, so what is it? Those blood 
spots, what does this mean?”  You can scrutinize it further. 
Although the title of an artwork can allude to much, without innovation, and with sculptors 
primarily thinking about making money, it is difficult to produce active art that challenges the 
status quo. 
 Even within less static art forms, the relative strength of art to engender nuanced 
conversations is debated; in some cases, the interpretation of political artwork is dependent on 
the artist’s explicit acknowledgement of meaning.  If the open discussion of art is discouraged by 
either the government, or self-censoring artists, then the “edge” of art becomes subdued—the 
irony within the imagery can only be explicated by those “in the know,” or people aware of the 
layers of meaning found within. 
                                                 
70 The politics of artistic performance in Zimbabwe have been extensively explored by scholars who have examined 
both explicit and implicit framing of critiques; for music see Bere (2012), Chikowero (2007, 2008, 2012), Dube 
(1996), Manase (2011), Mate (2012), Thram (2006), Turino (2000), Viriri et al. (2011), Zilberg (1995, 2012); for 
sport see Zenenga (2011, 2012); for theater see Chifunyise (1990), Kaarsholm (1990), Rohmer (1999), Zenenga 
(2008, 2010). 
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 Although it appears that the subtlety of an ironic edge is difficult to hide in Zimbabwean 
stone sculpture, as indicated by the current lack of politics in that artwork, this might be because 
of the solidity of the form, the commercialization of the artwork as an “ethnographic” art form, 
the lack of “fine art” market forces exerting persuasion to highlight politics, or the meaning 
intended by the artist being implied through title rather than aesthetic.  However, the variety of 
art forms found in Zimbabwe demonstrate a subtlety that show us that political art thrives and 
results in conversations offstage.  If we accept the premise that artists provide a unique and 
questioning role in society, the prevalence of these artworks demonstrate that “proper” art is 
thriving in the troubled country. 
 Zimbabwean sculptors and other artists operate in a nation that targets artists for explicit 
critiques of the regime, but mask their critical messages in metaphor.  They understand the 
oppressive nation within which they live, but alter their artistic practice to include a space for 
healthy critique.  The artwork doesn’t need to be overtly political in order to function as an outlet 
to society’s ills.  However, the limits of irony’s edge are not just those imposed by the freedom 
of explicit dialogue or self-censorship, but also by the role that different political environments 
play.  While certain things can be said, others cannot; moreover, the nuances are lost once the 
context changes.  As an example, let us explore select South African artists who deal with the 
political situation in Zimbabwe within the “progressive” arts of their country. 
   
Artistic “Freedom” and Politics 
 At the forefront of the threat on artistic expression is self-censorship occurring within art 
that also finds itself straddling the boundaries of Zimbabwe and South Africa.  Freshlyground, a 
popular music group based in Cape Town, consists of a mixture of ethnicities and races.  Their 
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music, while catchy pop, also dwells on social issues, recently commenting on neighboring 
Zimbabwe’s political problems, as mentioned in the lyrics of “Chicken to Change” quoted 
above.  A scathing critique of Mugabe’s change from liberator to oppressor of the masses, the 
video of the song featured layers of political meaning, as the symbol of ZANU-PF is a rooster, 
juxtaposed against the chicken mentioned in the song.  The group’s stance on political principles 
was a bold statement that resulted in revoking of their South African visas immediately before a 
planned concert in Zimbabwe.  Notwithstanding the political fallout from Mugabe’s government, 
they band also self-censored the video, fearing repercussions in South Africa. 
 Despite the rhetoric of South Africa’s untarnished democratic freedom, the political 
discussion in that country had turned to nationalization and reclaiming of farms, as proposed by 
the ANC Youth League president, Julius Malema.  After traveling to Zimbabwe (Flanagan 
2010), Malema returned with a revitalized agenda for land reform and praised Mugabe’s 
reclaiming of white-owned land, stating that South Africa should do the same, but in more 
radical fashion (SAPA 2011).  Consequently, many white people had serious misgivings about 
where the political winds would blow in South Africa.  As one white woman told me, “We are 
going to have Zimbabwe here if the ANC has its way,” referring to how Zimbabwe’s land reform 
program had scared off foreign investment and led to further economic decline during later 
indigenization programs (cf. Guma 2010).  Malema effectively became the face of government 
collapse being imported into South African politics from Zimbabwe to this white woman and 
many other people in South Africa. 
 The heightened discussion about land reform occurred in the news, at universities, and on 
the streets.  In the realm of popular culture, as mentioned above, Freshlyground’s video for 
“Chicken to Change” used large puppets as figures within the southern African context (e.g. 
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Mugabe, his generals, Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela).  According to band member Simon 
Atwell, the group debated how the puppets should be used.  In a rough edit of the video, a puppet 
of Malema with a ZANU-PF shirt and a picket sign signified the celebration of Mugabe’s land 
reform and indigenization laws.  However, worried about the political implications within South 
Africa, Atwell said, the band removed the Malema puppet from the music video.71 
 The repercussions of the song resonated in Zimbabwe, as government sanction blocked 
the band from returning to play, and in South Africa via self-censorship, because of the political 
climate at the time.  Despite the toning down of their message, the limits of art – contradicting 
folk understandings that contemporary art challenges the status quo – were highlighted to me 
during an interview in Zimbabwe when I mentioned the “Chicken to Change” song to a 
performance artist, Dambudziko.  After claiming that he did like how the song was performed, 
he said: 
Ok, this is my interpretation of what they were saying. It was like, “You’re too chicken to 
change,” with “change” being the slogan that the MDC [the opposition party] uses. The 
rooster being the symbol for ZANU-PF. Yeah, you’re attacking this person. But it’s kind 
of like taking someone out and trying to put someone else in, not really analyzing if the 
person you are trying to put in is going to be good for the job—is the right person. It’s 
like putting a Bandaid over a septic wound kind of an approach. It’s like, “Ah, this isn’t 
working, so just change that, and put that there,” and you’re not really trying to analyze 
the problem.    
                                                 
71 Since then, the neoliberal ANC disbanded the Youth League and distanced itself from Malema’s rhetoric of 
militant land reform (Bauer 2012, Simon 2013).  As of this writing Malema’s new party, the Economic Freedom 
Fighters, is gearing up for the May 2014 elections with a manifesto calling for expropriated land without 
compensation to the owners, and nationalization of mines and banks (Magubane 2013). 
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Dambudziko’s critique centered on how the song did not provide nuance for the situation.  In 
other words, the song did not explain the recent historical disenfranchisement of land and the 
majority black party coming into power after a war for independence on promises of providing 
economic empowerment via land reform for the people. 
 However, much art that is created for popular consumption cannot provide subtle debate 
because it is created for a general audience.  In order for the artwork to be accepted by a wide 
range of people, it often glosses the situation into a vernacular intended to elicit broad cultural 
understandings, rather than nuanced critique.  Additionally, the medium of many pop artworks 
limits the engagement with politics, whether because of the time restrictions on the lyrics of a 
song, or the constraints of an idea being contained in a painting on the wall.  That said, some 
artists do successfully endeavor to grapple with complex ideas within their artworks, which then 
engender broad critical discourse (cf. Svasek 2007). 
 For the most part, the popular arts are limited to what can and cannot be said—both by 
the political context and by the boundaries of genre and markets.  Ironically, an art form can 
provide a hegemonic sway over the artwork as much as politics can.  Despite the limits of 
allowing for nuanced artworks, poet and performer Dambudziko noted that “[Freshlyground] 
sparked a debate.  It did help in that, because people went on to analyze further, ‘Ok, why don’t 
you like it?’ and it forces you to think, ‘What does [the song] represent?’”  Even this artist who 
critiqued the narrowness of mainstream messages in popular art defended the prospect that 
artwork could generate critical discussion. 
The possibility of art engendering dialogue pushes artists to mask their critical messages 
in metaphor.  Zimbabwean sculptors and other artists operate in a country that targets artists for 
explicit critiques of the regime.  They understand the oppressive nation within which they live, 
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but alter their praxis to include a space for healthy critique.  Does that change the environment?  
The artwork does not need to be overtly political in order to function as an outlet to artist’s 
frustration.  Perhaps the production of such art acts to keep a hope of change alive – an idea that 
found resonance in the apartheid protest art in South Africa (D’Amato 1999, Sachs 1990, 
Williamson 1990).   
 Despite the rhetoric that a benevolent democracy such as South Africa engenders open 
freedom of expression, examples of artistic self-restraint (see Freshlyground above) and 
government threats to critical artists demonstrate that the environment of unbridled artistic 
autonomy is changing.  Following the worst government violence since the fall of apartheid, 
when South African police shot and killed 34 striking miners at the Lonmin mine in 2012, the 
artist Ayanda Mabulu created a painting alluding to the government’s role in the injustice.  On 
the day of the art opening, Mabula received a call claiming that the Johannesburg Art Fair had 
removed his painting “Yakhal’inkomo – Black Man’s Cry,” an artwork that depicted President 
Zuma holding the leash to a dog attacking a nearly naked black man under the ANC insignia.  
The organizer of the fair, Ross Douglas, said, “There was by no means any pressure from the 
government to remove the painting. It was my decision. I felt that the art fair has a responsibility 
to the creative economy and the painting could compromise that” (Mail & Guardian 2013).   
Although the organizer said there had been no pressure from the government, it is 
important to note that President Zuma had sued two different artists in previous years for casting 
him in a bad light (Underhill and Pillay 2012, New Zimbabwe 2012b).  Eventually he dropped 
one lawsuit and settled the other, but the South African artistic community debated the 
implications on freedom of expression through roundtable meetings and forums online (Graan 
2012).  While it is not possible to discover exactly why the organizer of the exhibition pulled the 
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painting, we can see that in South Africa the arts are constrained by the political economic 
situation.   
Artists must make a cost-benefit analysis, weighing the possibility of a legal action or 
government sanction against the value of making critical art.  In the case of Freshlyground, the 
band thought the land reform movement was coming from Zimbabwe, yet the neoliberal 
government stymied the ANC Youth League leader’s ambitions so the group probably did not 
have to worry about removing Malema’s puppet from the video.  Yet, the governmental threats 
of lawsuits against art creators and the removal of artwork from the art fair on the topic of the 
Lonmin massacre demonstrates a chilling effect on freedom of speech.  Compared with 
Zimbabwe, the South African government’s suppression of artistic expression is subtle, but it 
does create an environment wherein contemporary artists remain aware of the presence of the 
ANC and its implied threat if the status quo is pushed too much. 
As many Zimbabweans travel to South Africa to make a living, some artists are aware of 
the possible repercussions of asserting oneself into politics too much.  Despite contemporary 
international art markets valuing the autonomy of an artistic critical vision, there are limits to 
creative autonomy that are based on location and socio-politics.  Adding to the restrictions in the 
case of Zimbabwean sculptors are economic factors: that they must travel to a foreign country – 
where they are precarious guests who can be deported at any time – to sell artwork to tourists 
who are mostly uninterested in politics. 
 Zimbabwean artists are caught within multiple paradoxes: traditional or ethnic art vs. fine 
art, and artwork devoid of social controversy vs. contemporary political-tinged art.  Both the lack 
of explicit politics in most of their sculptures and the necessity of traveling to another country to 
make a living place sculptors in an economically perilous position.  In the next chapter, we will 
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explore the details of life as a sculptor in South Africa to provide an ethnographic specificity 
regarding how artists have reacted to the vicissitudes of their contemporary art worlds. 
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CHAPTER 5 
SCULPTURE IN SOUTH AFRICA: 
TOURIST TRINKETS IN THE MARKETPLACE 
 
 The governments of both Zimbabwe and South Africa constrain artistic freedom to 
varying degrees, yet the sculptors also find themselves within the less lucrative space of ethnic 
art, exacerbated by their need to cross the South African border to sell artwork to tourists.  They 
travel to peddle “Shona” sculpture within roadside markets that reify tropes of “craftwork” as 
opposed to “modern” art.  Lessening the value of the artwork in gallery owners’ and collectors’ 
view, the repercussions of the ethnically-inflected sculpture is also felt in the nationalizing of the 
arts movement.  In this chapter I compare how other “modern” ethnic arts have been positioned 
within international art markets and then discuss Zimbabwean sculptors’ felt need to travel to 
South Africa to sell their artwork. 
 Describing the specific problems that entrepreneur artists and vendors encounter at the 
border, I will argue that the commodification of their art as stone product further delegitimizes 
the sculpture in international markets.  I detail the fragmentation of the market by dealers in 
“high” and “low” art, while providing an ethnographic example of how consumers reject the 
sculpture as a fine art by highlighting the closing of an upscale gallery.  With the shuttering of 
this Johannesburg outlet, I delve into ethnographic description of a sculptor’s life selling trinkets 
to tourists to complete my analysis of how artists have reacted to the vicissitudes of international 
art markets.  Although Zimbabwean stone sculpture has changed significantly since its first 
major exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York (1969), the perpetuation of ethnic 
identity markers continue to devalue the artwork in the contemporary era.  Adding to this 
substantial problem, the isolation of Zimbabwe from global art markets due to international 
sanctions results in sculptors’ distance from global avant-garde art cultures. 
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Indeed, in Mugabe’s Zimbabwe, history has been replaced with cultural jingoism.  At this 
level, his policy demonstrates how global economic sanctions have backfired, as the government 
generates inward-gazing propaganda.  Much as Zimbabwean stone sculpture was used as a 
nationalist tool following independence (Larkin 2011), the government utilizes other forms of 
cultural production – hip-hop or “urban grooves” broadcast with nationalist rhetoric (Bere 2012) 
– to refashion the “West” as the enemy responsible for Zimbabwe’s economic collapse.  Rather 
than stereotypes based on Orientalism, the reframing of the Occident as the nemesis mobilizes 
cultural capital as a divisive tool in the service of repurposed history (Buruma and Margalit 
2004).   
When Hobsbawm and Ranger wrote about the use of “culture” in the “invention of 
tradition” (1983), they left out the politics of nationalism (Babadzan 2000).  The salience of this 
Occidentalism – and the effect it had on a personal level – was highlighted while I was in 
Zimbabwe during “off-hours.”72  I was watching television with an 18-year-old Zimbabwean 
young man, Daniel, in 2011.  Within the news program, President Mugabe condemned the West, 
describing to the Zimbabwean audience how the country had gained independence from the 
British.  I commented, “But it wasn’t the British, it was the Rhodesians!”73  Daniel asked, “What 
is the difference between the Rhodesians and the British?”  I found it a bit odd that I had to 
explain how the white colonial rulers had declared their independence from Britain in 1965, 
whereas in other parts of the continent the British transitioned somewhat more peacefully to 
majority rule.  Although the study of history is always incomplete, the man’s response indicates 
                                                 
72 Other aspects of Zimbabwe’s isolationism include Mugabe’s explicit “Look East” policy – with the government 
conducting more business with China (Youde 2007) – and the fact that it was impossible to get funding from the 
U.S. government via Foreign Language and Area Studies Fellowships to study the Shona language in the early 
2000s. 
 
73 As mentioned in Chapter 2, in 1965 the white Rhodesian government made a Unilateral Declaration of 
Independence from Britain in order to maintain minority rule.  This political declaration led to a protracted guerrilla 
war that finally ended in 1979 (for a concise history, see Godwin and Hancock 1999, Verrier 1986). 
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that the younger generation is getting history from a particular vantage point.  This incomplete 
version emphasizes and perpetuates the regime’s withdrawal from world markets, which further 
marginalizes sculptors from international art worlds.  
The homegrown rhetoric that “we must fend for ourselves because of sanctions” might 
explain some of the sculptors’ continued focus on “tradition.”  By contrast, other developing 
countries’ contemporary artists often look abroad for themes and subject matter (for Tibet, cf. 
Harris 2012:154).  Global art is often defined by worldly cosmopolitanism rather than a home 
location, because it draws on a variety of international themes and symbols.  Iconic images are 
utilized to show place or identity via traditional symbols—such as buckskin fringe in the case of 
Native Americans.  Yet such images also show their integration within international art worlds 
by referring to globally recognized symbols – for example, using beadwork in the shape of 
buckskin fringe tying the stitches of a Native woman to both gender violence, and loss of land 
(see Figure 26) (Russell 2012:204). 
Native American artists have utilized the art world to assert a “space” of nation that is 
both modern and diverse (Phillips 2003).  The focus on differences between “contemporary” and 
“traditional” art is an unnecessary, non-Indian distinction that serves judgmental consumers.  As 
the Santa Clara Pueblo artist, Grace Medicine Flower, has said, “What we call contemporary 
today will be considered traditional tomorrow” (as quoted in Russell 2012:31).  Agreeing with 
this rejection of the dichotomy between these two categories and their socio-economic 
repercussions, many museum curators likewise argue that art is leveling the playing field of 
difference (Harris 2012:155-56). 
Despite the apparent agreement between both curators and artists, contemporary Tibetan 
artists use local icons – such as the figure of the Buddha – and international referents to mixed 
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effect (Harris 2012: 155,162 footnote 8).  Tibetan artist, Gade, created artwork that integrated the 
Incredible Hulk in an antique painting style that proposed that “the wrathful forms of Tibetan 
deities have been eclipsed in the minds of Tibetans by the gods of Mammon” (Harris 2012:160).  
He was critiqued for the pop culture reference because, according to art critics reviewing the 
artwork, modern art should have a [political] edge (Harris: 2012:158-59)—something that is 
relatively absent from Zimbabwean stone sculpture (see Chapter 5).  Additionally, curatorial 
decisions can critically sway an audience at a major gallery.  In the case of an exhibition in New 
York City, critics lambasted the show as an example of “traditional” modernity not being 
modern enough (Harris 2012: 158).  The Tibetan contemporary artists highlights that the location 
of where these artworks are sold, and how they are represented, leads some artists to rely on their 
“culture”—and in the case of Zimbabwe, leads to other sculptors rejecting “tradition” or, 
alternatively, embracing the stereotypes found within international ideologies of ethnic roots.  By 
distancing themselves from the Zimbabwean sculpture movement, sculptors such as Benhura and 
Gutsa (as mentioned in Chapter 4) position their oeuvre within global ideologies of the artist as 
unique and worthy of a valued status.  In the case of both these sculptors, their sustained 
connections with international art markets allow them to continue producing art despite the 
economic crisis. 
The importance of linkages with the outside world was made explicit when I met a 
Zimbabwean sculptor at a Cape Point outdoor gallery in 2011 (see Figures 27 and 28).  Literally 
at the far end of the African continent (see below for more on Cape Point), this artist explained 
that he had been commissioned to come down from Zimbabwe to South Africa and remake some 
of the “ugly” artworks by other sculptors that had been sitting around unsold for years.  Paid to 
re-sculpt the pieces, he would return to Zimbabwe in a week, leaving others to sand and polish 
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the sculptures.  More importantly than the work, he saw coming down to South Africa as an 
opportunity to meet people from other places.  According to him, these types of connections 
cannot be made from Zimbabwe because the curators have left the country.  “As a fourth-
generation sculptor, it is up to me to forge my own way,” he said, “because I can’t farm maize 
and sell it – and the government won’t help artists.”  The bleak picture of Zimbabwean artists 
distanced from international art markets highlights the plight of those who must travel to sell 
their artwork without the connections of previous generations. 
  
Zimbabwean Sculpture in International and Local Contexts 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture arose during a particular historical moment – during both 
the fall of colonialism and the waning influence of Modernism in the art world.  The timing 
saddled the movement with an identity that constrains artists working within the genre.  Unlike 
other “crafts” that can be valued for a skill base (e.g. fine furniture makers as analyzed by 
Herzfeld 2004, or wood sculptors as analyzed by Chibnik 2003), this movement is seen as a 
“problematic” ethnic brand of “myth and magic,” creating a confluence of history and markets 
that constrain artists. 
 The fraught history of Zimbabwean stone sculpture and its current place in southern 
Africa can be illuminated when we approach it as a “structure of the conjuncture” (Sahlins 
1985).  As the structure of the movement – or “culture-as-constituted” in ideology and values – 
changed over time, critics and collectors devalued the artwork as “craft.”  The conjuncture – or 
“culture-as-lived” human behavior on the ground – resulted in many Zimbabwean artists 
traveling to South Africa to sell their sculpture to tourists, as dealers and tourists stopped 
traveling to Zimbabwe due to the nation’s increasing political and economic turmoil.   
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 In 2011, I surveyed the prevalence of Zimbabwean stone sculpture in ethnic markets 
within Johannesburg and Cape Town.  In South Africa’s economic center, I found four informal 
markets and three formal galleries – one of which went out of business while I was there, and 
one that was located in a private residence.74  In Cape Town I discovered nine informal markets 
and three formal markets, highlighting the conjuncture of the stone sculpture’s devaluing within 
international art markets, and Zimbabwean artists’ desperation as they became migrants to make 
an income with their sculpture. 
 The circumstances of Zimbabwean stone sculptors and vendors in South Africa were 
clarified when I visited one of my informant’s shacks in the township of Diepsloot, 
Johannesburg in 2011.  As we bounced over the rutted roads through crowds of people and 
dilapidated corrugated steel shacks crowding the road, I was reminded by the stares of many 
people that whites rarely travelled into the townships.  As Prince directed me to his low wooden 
and metal house, I reflected that just three years ago, foreigners had been murdered in this same 
township by xenophobic mobs.  The gravity of both of us not belonging hit me – he as an “alien” 
and me as a white man – as he searched for the loose wires to attach and light a bare bulb so that 
we could begin the interview and discuss his status as a migrant sculptor in South Africa. 
Although South Africa has long been an international draw for those who have to cross 
borders to labor in the gold mines of Johannesburg (Adepoju 2003, Barnes 2002, Harries 1994, 
Mlambo 2010), in this section I show how modern nation-states (both South Africa, with a long 
tradition of employing migrant laborers, and Zimbabwe) continue to police their borders in a 
show of institutional power.  Describing how and why Zimbabwean stone sculptors move to 
                                                 
74 Here I use “informal markets” to refer to places that sell the sculpture in undifferentiated masses, with no 
accompanying information as to the name of the sculptor or the title of the sculpture.  By contrast, “formal galleries” 
provide the pedigree of the artworks and often display the sculptures with much more display space between the 
pieces. 
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South Africa for work, I place the experiences of migrant workers in the contemporary context, 
and explore the differences between them and “immigrants,” who permanently relocate in the 
new country for a variety of reasons. 
 Delving more deeply into the two main reasons that Zimbabwean sculptors and vendors 
evoke for maintaining dual residence in South Africa and their “home country” – education 
(cultural and scholastic), and safety – I interrogate how many migrant populations are 
marginalized by South Africa’s citizens, and how they distance themselves from locals in their 
new environment because of their strong beliefs in the values of home—respecting elders, 
neighbors, and self-reliance.  The physical preying on marginalized immigrants creates figurative 
boundaries of what can be spoken about and where, whether in the heartland of South Africa, or 
at the fringes of the literal border of the country. 
 
Crossing over the Margins of the Nation-state 
After taking a short flight from South Africa to Zimbabwe in November 2011, I waited in 
a line at the small Harare International Airport designated for people who have “No items to 
declare”—especially intended for those who are not bringing items into the country for resale.  
While standing in what I thought was a queue, a group of four people laden with bags 
approached from the side, cutting to the front of the line: a middle-aged white woman, two black 
women, and a black man (all in their late twenties or thirties).  Among them, they carried a dozen 
very large bags, but when the Customs agent asked the man if they had anything to declare, he 
said “No.”  The authority, apparently suspicious, opened one of the huge duffel bags and found it 
stuffed with shoes of all different colors and sizes.  The two men debated the significance of the 
full bags while the white woman (who had a U.S. accent) said, “I wish I knew the language.” 
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 The agent inspected the soles for wear to see if the shoes were new – then called a 
supervisor once it was clear that the group was trying to smuggle shoes for resale through the 
border.  In my journal, I later wrote a tongue-in-cheek entry: “I’m glad to see the rule of law is 
still in place at the border on entry into the country.”  My own admittance into Zimbabwe had 
been challenged by the law in a much more bureaucratic manner.  Starting before arriving in 
South Africa, I spent over a year trying to obtain a visa for legal entry to Zimbabwe. While 
conducting 10 months of research in South Africa and discovering the permeability of the border 
to some Zimbabwean migrant artists, I had nearly canceled my planned research trip to the 
country to remain in South Africa to complete my study.  My difficulties gaining entry as a 
researcher, coupled with the airport performance of state power, intrigued me, especially in light 
of my informants’ often different stories of border crossings.   
 What effect does the Zimbabwean state’s Customs performance, emphasizing the 
stability of its border, have on travelers?  Zimbabwean sculptors who travel back and forth 
regularly by bus or private car, carrying sculptures to sell in South Africa, spoke to me of the 
uneven rate of “border inspections” (cf. Lugo 2008).  The clean and orderly efficiency of the 
Harare airport contrasted starkly with the bustling chaos at the Road Port bus station in the 
downtown core of the city, leading me to theorize that states create performances in highly 
visible locations to instantiate their control within the most powerful sectors of the economy—
international travel and finance. 
Unlike environments infused with authoritative knowledge asserted by specific 
individuals over delineated spheres of experience – e.g. hospitals or art galleries – locations such 
as borders, wherein states flex power, often cover a broad range of people and objects.  As the 
state inspects border-crossers and their artifacts the gaze highlights particular values instituted 
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within official structures.  However, rather than addressing how people question the social 
structures within geocultural spaces, I attempt to understand how an individual passing through a 
variety of locations either takes on or rejects different sociocultural ideologies, measuring new 
ideas against those of their primary socialization.  I propose that the environment of primary 
socialization creates beliefs that individuals maintain – whether affected (or not) by the 
geocultural spaces through which they later pass.  The geopolitics – as well as the social contract 
– of the actors involved results in people subscribing to particular environments of belief—
ideologies that are sometimes as hard to cross as the borders of nations. 
The crossing of national borders allows a unique space in which to examine how actors 
negotiate what I call environments of belief.  To highlight how the flexing of state power occurs 
in certain environments for the purpose of creating a belief in their institutional authority, I turn 
to a trip that occurred nearly a month after the flight that I recounted in the vignette at the start of 
this chapter.  In order to discover how my Zimbabwean stone sculptor informants negotiated 
nation-state boundaries, and following classic anthropological participant observation methods 
(Bernard 2006), I bought a ticket on a low-end bus to cross the border back to South Africa – 
following the same path that many of the artists take in their quest to sell sculpture to tourists in 
neighboring South Africa.   
Unlike what I experienced in the hyper-institutionally controlled (and less crowded) 
environment of my flight to Zimbabwe, when I approached the border after disembarking from 
the bus I joined hordes of shuffling people waiting in long queues.  We had our passports 
stamped on the Zimbabwean side and got back on the bus.  Then the driver stopped again so that 
we could walk across the border, where authorities checked our passports to see that they had 
been stamped.  Getting back on the bus, the man next to me changed out his SIM card on his 
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phone – indexing his experience as a seasoned border-crosser who knew exactly where one 
country’s cell services ended and the other country’s phone signal began.  After driving a short 
distance we had to disembark for another stamp from South African border agents.  At that point, 
people were milling around, dreading the climb onto the stale-smelling bus despite the late hour 
– by then, it was 2 am.  Behind us we could see the razor wire guarding the border, and it was 
more obvious we were in South Africa, as I heard the blast of hand air dryers in the bathrooms 
while we waited to re-board the bus—unlike Zimbabwe’s relatively quiet washrooms punctuated 
by the infrequent curse of a foreigner finding no paper towels available for drying hands. 
 In all, once at the border, it took two hours simply to cross.  When we got back on the bus 
for the third time, we drove for about five minutes before two soldiers with assault rifles boarded 
and checked everyone’s passports – reminding me of the billboard ads I had seen in South Africa 
featuring soldiers tromping through a field in combat gear, with the tagline reading “Protecting 
our borders.”  We drove five more minutes and stopped for a policewoman who boarded and 
asked everyone to hold up their passports, appearing to prepare to inspect them as she walked 
down the aisle.  However, after a comment from someone in front, she apologized and left, 
perhaps after being informed that the soldiers had already checked the bus.  Following this last 
aborted display of state border control via the inspection of people, a relatively uninterrupted 
seven-hour ride found us arriving in Johannesburg.  The extended suspension of our travel 
reminded all aboard the bus that the nation controlled their movement, while in some cases, even 
prolonging the stop by examining people’s goods. 
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Flows of Objects and People 
 In his introduction to a pivotal collection of essays, Appadurai suggests that we examine 
the “social life of objects” as they travel from their point of origin through a variety of 
sociocultural locations where they are valued differently (1986).  Although his model is useful to 
social scientists for uncovering how objects both gain and lose value within and outside markets, 
I propose that much can also be gained by focusing on the agents who transport these objects.  
As I have suggested, the actions of agents are constrained by the environments through which 
they travel.  In the cases I am profiling, the process of traveling through a state inspection at the 
border creates a commoditizing effect on sculptures such that the subjects who carry them 
internalize the belief that these pieces of art are just commodities, rather than works of “art.” 
  The category of “art” as a particular type of object was removed from the realm of 
commodity in the Western legal world in the U.S. at the turn of the 20th century (Steiner 2001).  
Bourdieu (1984) has explained that the consumption of “art” is currently predicated on mastery 
of a visual code – in effect, a kind of cultural competence – that often relies on a particular 
education and class background.  In the U.S., however, a contestation of art as removed from the 
realm of commodity has occasionally occurred at border crossings (or sites of nation-state 
inspections).  For example, despite the passage of laws removing tariffs on art in 1913 – under 
the premise that art should not be taxed as a commodity – in 1928 a U.S. Customs officer 
prevented a Brancusi sculpture from entering the country duty-free, claiming it was not an 
artwork, but just a piece of polished bronze (Steiner 2001:222).  After a two-year court battle, the 
piece was declared “art,” upholding its place beyond the realm of commodity and tariff—
creating a legal precedent that still exists today.75 
                                                 
75 Another example of how the boundaries of law impact artwork is in Prof. Brokensha’s letter to the African Arts 
journal (1976), complaining that the sanctions against Rhodesia should not include art forms such as sculpture.  He 
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By contrast, the border between South Africa and Zimbabwe does not offer a legal 
framework that would justify a claim for sculptures being classified as “art,” distinct from the 
category of a taxed object.  As many of my Zimbabwean sculptor informants mentioned, when 
they attempt to cross the border, traveling by bus or in a small truck and carrying boxes of 
partially carved stones,76 they hope that the border agent who inspects their cargo will either 
weigh one of the lighter boxes and average the rest; or, alternately, the sculptor will “pay 
[customs] in the African way, one-to-one [by bribing the border official],” as one of my 
interlocutors put it.  With the emphasis of the state on these objects as commodities, this 
environment of border inspection likely creates a belief in the artists’ minds that their sculptures 
are just objects to be sold, rather than fetishizing the sculptures as “artworks” that command 
much higher prices in some markets.   
 Additionally, the commoditizing influence of these inspections are compounded by a 
devaluing that occurs when the sculptures are sold in an “ethnic setting” (see the discussion 
about “art” vs. “craft” in Chapter 1). As a final example of an environment where the value of 
sculptures is circumscribed, I turn to the various “African markets” found in the major 
metropolises of South Africa.  Created as locations where tourists visit for one-stop shopping—
and where products from all over the continent are grouped in a mélange that conflates both 
nation and ethnicity (demonstrating a counter example to the Comaroff’s [2009] assertion that 
                                                                                                                                                             
said that the sanctions hurt the African artists, not the regime.  In addition to describing his arrest and confiscation of 
artworks by U.S. customs officials, Brokensha clearly separates the artists – and consequently, their traditions – 
from the racist Rhodesian regime. 
 
76 The reasons given for partially carving the sculptures included: the necessity to show border officials that these 
were “sculptures” and not raw stones being smuggled out of the country that may contain gold or diamonds (albeit a 
commodity, but less valuable); the lighter weight of a stone close to the final form results in lower tariffs assessed by 
border officials; and the mass shipment of many nearly finished sculptures means that the receivers and sellers of the 
sculptures in South Africa, rather than maintain the proficiency both to conceive and execute the artworks from their 
raw form, only need the skills necessary to finish the piece by sanding and polishing—the final stage of an 
assembly-line, “craft”-like process spanning countries (see Chapter 1).  
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identity can be used proactively in the market and legislature)—these markets provide a visual 
example of Africa writ large.  One sculptor, Mfundo, who regularly sold his artwork in an 
African market, often talked about the need for sculptures to be displayed with plenty of space so 
that the selling environment does not seem crowded.  Drawing on his past participation in high-
end gallery shows, he asserted that greater display space allows sculptures to be sold for more 
money.   
However, the African market was not a site associated with expensive art.  Located on a 
narrow strip of land next to the intersection of two commuter interchanges, it was a confluence 
of 10 busy lanes of traffic (see Figures 29 and 30).  Mfundo claimed that it was impossible to sell 
his artwork for a higher price if the people stopping to buy it saw another large piece nearby that 
was the same size as his sculpture.  He explained that the prospective buyers would then return to 
his stand claiming that the other sculptor was selling a similarly sized sculpture at a lower value.  
In his words, the “artwork became priced by size”—a commodity that was easily compared by 
mass alone.  Acknowledging the value-enhancing properties of the gallery system – to both 
artworks and artists – Mfundo, who had displayed his sculptures in galleries just a few years 
earlier, told me that he would be embarrassed if I told his past sculptor colleagues that he was 
selling in the South African market. 
 Due to Mfundo’s knowledge of upscale art markets, he knew that artworks could be sold 
for significant markup.  However, the geocultural location in which he found himself did not 
permit that option—an “environment of belief” persisted that the prices of sculptures must be 
negotiated, rather than the authoritative knowledge of a gatekeeper asserting higher prices.  
Despite Mfundo’s understanding of the cultural capital offered by the “framing” of the piece via 
open space (Price 1991:84), the impermeability of figurative borders put Mfundo in the paradox 
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that movement of both people and objects occurs on international and global registers 
(Nordstrom 2007), while people become constrained by the options available in their new 
locales. 
 
Negotiating Market Demand in South Africa  
Mfundo found himself in South Africa at a time when Zimbabwean sculpture became 
further marginalized within fine art markets, resulting in his own frustrated loss of income.  As 
one fine art gallery owner in South Africa told me in 2008, “[Zimbabwean stone sculpture] isn’t 
sold in galleries [anymore].  You will have to find a curio store, and even then it’s not popular 
any more.”  Contraction of the international market was alluded to when I visited a prestigious 
Manhattan art gallery that sold Zimbabwean stone carving in 2007. The owner told me, “The 
jury is still out regarding the sculpture.”  Hastening Zimbabwean sculpture’s lost prominence 
within international art markets, the most successful moved on with innovative artworks less 
rooted in the medium of stone (Spring 2008).  Following the prevalence of finding the sculpture 
within roadside stands, many collectors demoted the sculpture to the status of a craft, or 
ethnographic artwork (Zilberg 2002). 
The primary factor contributing to the continued categorization of the artwork as an 
ethnographic art form was the necessity for many sculptors to travel across borders to gain 
access to tourist art markets, following the collapse of the Zimbabwean economy in 2008 (see 
Chapter 4).  As more sculptors used the informal economy (unregulated and unmoored by 
gallery spaces), prices began to drop.  The glut of sculpture – including, especially, copies of 
well-known artists’ works – resulted in confusion by consumers who were interested in buying 
the sculpture for its investment value. 
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Although it is difficult to measure the informal economy, 77 my fieldwork in Zimbabwe 
(2001, 2008, 2011) and South Africa (2008, 2011) confirmed that many sculptors rely on 
unregulated trade—selling artwork from their backyards (Mhonda 2004), on street-side stands 
(Kileff and Kileff 1996), or even out of the trunks of their cars.  The impact of so much sculpture 
being sold informally results in a lack of quality, according to patrons and critics (Akuda 2011, 
Arnold 1986:234, Byrd 2000, Fagg 1972, McEwen 1968, Winter-Irving 1995:18).  Adding to the 
debates about curatorial authority, many prospective buyers now measure the artwork by size 
rather than provenance (cf. Price 1991).  A wide variety of consumers creates contestation of 
value that plays out in the markets, as Fred Myers discovered while examining the Australian 
aboriginal art market (2001).  The authenticating practices of “fine art” collectors versus “tourist 
art” consumers “fulfill[s] a social function of legitimating social differences” (Bourdieu 1984:7) 
that is often predicated on knowledge of the market and of class distinction.  Dealers further split 
(and solidify) these specifications by creating multiple outlets to cater to each demographic 
segment (Myers 2001:195). 
I discovered the destabilizing effect that fragmentation of the market engenders in Cape 
Town (2011) when I found two shops within 100 yards of each other selling Zimbabwean 
sculpture on the tourist-heavy V & A Waterfront (see Figure 31).  One shop, African Curiosity, 
located within a three-story sprawling mall complex of upscale stores and restaurants, presented 
a variety of products from around the continent that were highlighted in well-lit glass cases.  
Both outside and within the store, the owner had a small collection of Zimbabwean stone 
                                                 
77 Despite the difficulty of measuring unregulated commercial activity, informal commerce around the world has 
captured the scholarly imagination—resulting in both journalistic and anthropological accounts (for broader 
overviews rather than specific case studies, see Galemba 2008; Neuwirth 2011; Smith 1989; Wilson 2010).  In 
Zimbabwe, economists have measured the “shadow economy” as constituting 61.8% of the country’s official GDP 
from 1999-2007 (Schneider et al. 2010:456).  Despite this “measurement,” many anthropologists note that the 
“formal” and “informal” economies are often tightly interwoven (cf. Nordstrom 2007). 
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sculptures prominently placed, with four feet or more between the displays.  Larger pieces were 
displayed outside, with a view of the waterfront, including a 5-foot-tall sculpture by Dominic 
Benhura selling for $35,000 (Rand 245,000). 
By contrast, within a short walk, but without a clear line of sight between the stores 
because of intervening buildings, stood a three-story colonial building surrounded by larger 
Zimbabwean sculptures, and crammed with rows and rows of artifacts in each of the small 
rooms.  The African Trading Port (see Figure 32) contained so many sculptures and other items 
that I felt overwhelmed walking through the store.  Much of the artwork was comparatively less 
expensive than the sculptures found in African Curiosity shop; however, I later discovered that 
both waterfront stores were owned by the same dealer.  The existence of two different stores – 
both selling Zimbabwean sculpture, and in some cases made by the same artist – aimed at 
different economic demographics confuses the issue of authenticating price within the art 
market.  Buyers are likely to ask, “Why is this sculpture priced much higher than that one?”  If a 
dealer with the appropriate knowledge of an artwork’s “pedigree” is available, the question can 
be answered, but as one New York dealer told me in 2007, “There isn’t anyone promoting the 
artwork like McEwen used to do.”  Without a patron to distinguish the good from the bad, it is 
up to consumers to educate themselves. 
Unfortunately, the glut of artwork on the market made it harder for buyers to distinguish 
“quality.”  As one author in a critical landmark exhibition catalog noted:  
The Shona and Makonde schools eventually suffered a loss of popularity in the art 
world. Once artists had begun to produce works in large quantities there was a 
tendency for collectors and critics to reject everything. These artists were 
observed but ultimately dismissed for paradoxical reasons: they were reproached 
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either for repeating themselves or for developing and thereby losing their 
“authenticity” (Martin 2007:39). 
Accordingly, artists were condemned for creating repetitive artworks while collectors castigated 
both sculptors and dealers alike for the implosion in “quality.”  Some sculptors tried to make a 
living by forging big name artists’ styles and selling the imitation sculpture in small markets as 
an original.  After being warned by a Zimbabwean dealer in Cape Town (2011) that I should 
watch for fakes in the small African markets, I found an example of a forged Dominic Benhura 
sculpture.78   
Benhura is a practicing sculptor who is still living in Zimbabwe and is known for the 
“motion” of his artwork, and for the references to family without the markers of “Shona” 
sculpture.  Using faceless forms, he focuses on the implied movement within his pieces, and his 
work still commands a large portion of the international market (see Figure 33).  With such 
cultural capital within collecting art worlds, many sculptors copy his style, which is apparent if 
enough time is spent in the stalls of marketplaces in southern Africa.  When traveling the African 
roadside markets I found a piece that was similar to his sculptures—and the vendor claimed the 
artwork had been made by Benhura (see Figure 34).  Examining the sculptures closely, I saw 
differences in the hair framing the faces of the copies.  To combat the forgers – in addition to 
relying on reliable curators and gallery owners – Benhura tries to validate his artwork by using 
electric routers to create a smooth square in which he puts his signature and trademark symbol on 
the artwork (see Figure 35).  Buyers who are unaware of this authenticating practice are left to 
negotiate with unscrupulous vendors while upscale collectors try and gather the few pieces 
                                                 
78 There is a vast literature on fakes and forgeries in art worlds and how authenticating original works by unique 
signatures of the artists is predicated on a Western Modernist perspective (cf. George 1999, Guenther 2006). 
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remaining from the first generation, complaining about artists such as Benhura who set premium 
rates for their artwork. 
  The dichotomy of one type of market epitomized by South African roadside stands 
saturated with a bewildering array of sculptures – including some that are claimed to be by 
famous sculptors – and a collectors’ market that exists in limited public galleries, prompts all 
actors into a negotiation of information about markets, and that is what authenticates prices.  The 
result is a positioning and measuring of artworks and buyers to see what a prospective consumer 
might be willing to spend—a social performance based on markers of wealth, and a negotiation 
of which I was often the focus. 
 I had been visiting an upscale gallery in the Rosebank Mall in a suburb of 
Johannesburg,79 and over the course of a month-and-a-half, one of the co-owners suggested that I 
open a gallery in the U.S. to sell sculpture for them.  When I returned at the end of this time, the 
two owners were finishing up a business meeting with Rick, a stocky Indian man dressed in 
designer slacks, a button-up long-sleeve shirt, and a gold chain around his neck.  The owners 
introduced me to Rick, who said he was setting up an auction for them.  As Rick told me this, he 
was looking me up and down.  After glancing at his watch he said that he had to go, and he 
quickly asked, “What time do you have?”  Querying me, “Can I see?” he made an effort to lean 
over and see what type of watch I wore.  Finally, following the visual inspection of my shoes, 
clothes, and watch in order to gauge my relative wealth, he left. 
 Later, I discovered that the auction did not go well and the co-owners felt that Rick had 
really let them down.  Rick’s examination of my social demeanor was to see if he could get me 
to buy high-priced artwork.  The desperation of the gallery owners became clear when less than 
                                                 
79 The sculptures in this gallery were priced for a high-end consumer, with a four-foot-tall realistic nude being sold 
for $24,857 (Rand 174,000), and a one-foot tall piece sold for $407 (Rand 1,850). 
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six months after the auction, the gallery was closed, and luggage was being displayed in its 
windows.  In this case, the negotiation of price by the gallery owners with the buyers in the 
market along with the “aestheticization” of Zimbabwean sculpture into a successful “fine art,” 
had failed (Svasek 2007).  The implosion of the sculpture fine art market had serious impacts on 
previously successful sculptors such as Mfundo, but had even more dire consequences for those 
sculptors who had to travel between South Africa and Zimbabwe to access both stone and tourist 
markets.  As mentioned earlier, they have to negotiate state border officials, but join a long 
tradition of migrant workers in southern Africa. 
 
Migrant Workers and “Bare Life” Living in the Townships 
 In outlining how objects and people are systematically categorized by the state, it is 
important to remember that these migrations take place against the backdrop of a region that has 
been in the process of movement since the indigenous Mfecane and expansion of white 
settlement in the early 19th century (Thompson 2001:80-7).80  Later, during the 1850s, sugar 
plantations brought an influx of Indian laborers to Natal, while the discovery of gold and 
diamonds in the latter half of the century resulted in laborers from neighboring countries 
migrating to South Africa for work in the mines (Mlambo 2010:63).  The long history of 
migration in the region continued up through the apartheid era of the 20th century, with a focus 
on mine and agricultural workers.  Since the end of apartheid, scholarly attention has 
increasingly turned to studying heretofore under-examined populations, both the movement of 
skilled professionals (Adepoju 2003) and women migrants (Barnes 2002), yet a sustained focus 
on migrant artists is difficult to find in the academic literature. 
                                                 
80 The Mfecane, perhaps derived from a Xhosa term, ukufaca – to be weak from hunger – was a period of Zulu 
expansion in the southern African region that pushed Ndebele people further north, while Europeans also expanded 
north from 1817 to at least the 1830s (Davenport and Saunders 2000:13). 
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 Although many studies mention “traders,” the details of what these traders sell rarely 
corresponds with an examination of creative workers (cf. Hunter and Skinner 2003, Peberdy 
2000, Peberdy and Rogerson 2000).  To fill this gap, I highlight differences and similarities 
between other street sellers in the studies cited above.  Unlike many of the traders who can easily 
gather their goods (Tissington 2009:51), Zimbabwean stone sculptors and vendors must find a 
location where they can keep their heavy and hard-to-transfer artwork in one centralized place.  
The lack of mobility limits them to where they can sell the sculpture, which is often in African 
markets or sometimes sidewalks that are rented from businesses. 
 In a study of informal traders in the Central Business District of Durban, Karumbidza 
found that the city attempted to formalize street trading (2011), which resulted in excluding 
small business owners from economic opportunities (cf. Stoller 1996, 2002).  The government 
pushing small-scale traders from urban spaces severely impacts sculptors.  Upon visiting thirteen 
open-air markets in South Africa, I discovered that the formalization of trade had occurred in all 
locations to varying degrees.  Additionally, one of the major locations, Bruma Market in 
Johannesburg, with at least ten sculptors and even more vendors, was closed while I was there in 
2011 when a Chinese development company bought the lot to tear down the market and open a 
modernized mall, the Bruma Oriental Mart (selling mostly Asian goods).  
 The formalization in Johannesburg seemed much further along – as I observed on the 
street in 2011 when witnessing police chase a man who quickly gathered his CDs and DVDs into 
a blanket to flee – limiting where and how artists could sell their wares.  There were only four 
open-air markets in the Johannesburg region in 2011 (with one closing, as mentioned above), and 
only three formal locations, where a single proprietor maintains the property—and one of these 
closed its storefront while I was there.  One sculpture vendor, Chamunorwa, who I met in Cape 
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Town, said that the market in Johannesburg is saturated with Zimbabwean stone sculpture.  
However, compared to Cape Town and the surrounding Cape Peninsula Johannesburg hosts 
fewer outlets. 
 I visited nine open-air markets around Cape Town, and spent time at three formal 
markets—none of which seemed in danger of closing for lack of business (although many 
vendors were struggling from the global recession).  The dearth of options for sculptors in 
Johannesburg springs from the fact that markets have been more formalized, and more tourists 
visit Cape Town as it does not have Johannesburg’s reputation for crime.  Significantly, 
Chamunorwa described how many vendors travel to Johannesburg and when they find the 
market is difficult to enter, continue to Cape Town.  However, after making the 870-mile 
journey, he said, they arrive and need to get rid of sculpture quickly for some income, so they 
sell their artwork for little money, which deflates the value of the artwork for everyone. 
 The sculptors’ transit across the border leads them to a country where they must struggle 
to survive—sometimes travelling towards the mis-marketed tip of the continent in search of 
buyers.  Historically, the Cape of Good Hope became one of the most difficult points to traverse 
during European expansion at the end of the fifteenth century; European sailors called the end of 
the African continent the “Cape of Storms.”  Six hundred years later, Cape Point is a primary 
tourist site and a national park, with the popular misconception that this is the southernmost point 
of the continent perpetuated by tourism companies and locals alike (cf. Trengove 2010).81  
Approximately 37 miles from Cape Town, many tourists make day-trips to the area, including a 
steady stream of tour buses (see Figure 36).  Along the one hour drive, travelers pass through a 
                                                 
81 The true tip of Africa is at Cape Agulhas, located 106 miles from Cape Town.  The flat beach does not receive 
nearly as many visitors as the towering cliffs at Cape Point. 
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variety of small tourist villages, often with informal African markets selling a huge range of 
products from around the continent—including Zimbabwean sculpture. 
I met Chamunorwa at a cluster of roadside stands immediately before the turnoff on the 
rural road to Cape Point Park.  Visitors drive along a narrow road to get there, after winding 
through small towns catering to tourists, climbing up into towering cliffs and finally onto a high 
windswept bushveld where strips of gravel suddenly appear on either side of the road.  On one 
side, people park their cars and cross to the other shoulder, where a long line of cobbled-together 
tables display a variety of tourist items.  Behind each table are 3-foot x 5-foot wooden boxes that 
people use to lock up their wares at night, and hide from troops of baboons that happen through 
the area during the day (see Figure 37).82  An additional hazard includes the South African police 
who regularly stop and check the vendors’ paperwork to make sure they are in the country 
legally.   
Being so far off the beaten track, sometimes the vendors can go for weeks without a sale 
because the tour buses do not stop on the shoulder of the road, forcing the sculptors and other 
sellers to rely on tourists who have cars.  The artists’ creative efforts are often constrained by the 
limitations that tourists place on the artwork—wanting small enough pieces that can be packed in 
their luggage.  If someone wants a larger sculpture, the vendors must pay for transport to town 
and then manage shipping of the piece.  The sculptors do not make too big of a piece because it 
will cost them money once sold, and the variety of stone is also circumscribed by the market.   
Tourists do not understand the value of different types of stone.  Consequently, the 
sculptors rarely use more expensive stones (lepidolite and verdite, both native to Zimbabwe), 
because the buyer will ultimately attribute value by reference to size.  Chamunorwa explained to 
                                                 
82 When storms blow through the area, after covering their products with tarps for protection , the sellers crouch 
under their tables to stay out of the rain. 
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me how to heat stone evenly in order to polish it, and how to use different tools to create a piece.  
He noted that German diamond files are best for shaping the stone – including motor-driven 
grinders – but “We need to not use electric tools because working by hand is what makes African 
art unique.”  Acknowledging how tourists’ conceptions of “Africa” shape the market, the 
location also affects how the sculptors make money. 
The inaccessibility of the area often leads to desperation.  Many of the sculptors live 
further away and cannot make the 80 rand ($11.43) in sales for round-trip transport each day.  
These costs, combined with the lack of customers, sometimes results in a frantic markdown of 
prices just to get any amount of cash.  One day, I watched an interaction between a sculptor and 
a female visitor, which emphasized the economic anxieties of the vendors.   The sculptor told the 
prospective buyer that he had not made any sales for three days, while the woman was 
examining a three-inch-tall penguin, which had 120 Rand carved on the bottom ($17.14).  The 
artist said that he would give her two sculptures for 100 Rand, and when she hesitated he added 
another sculpture in desperation to get the sale.  Rather than despairing for bus fare to get home – 
this vendor biked 14 miles on winding, narrow roads to get to his township – he just wanted to 
leave in time to make the 1.5- to 2-hour bicycle ride home before dark. 
Although there is a township that is closer – Redhill, which is a 15 minute drive away 
from the market – moving into these informal settlements is predicated on room availability and 
knowing someone who already lives there.  Often utilizing social networks is the only way to 
enter the community, especially when the settlement has limited land on which to expand.  In 
more formalized townships, talking with people who live there before moving in can provide the 
name of a resident in a Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) house who has 
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constructed a shack in the back yard, and is willing to rent it.83  Knowing someone already living 
in the township provides a person who can vouch for newcomers, but even if there is space, the 
community committee will still be the arbiter of whether a new dweller can move into the 
township.   
Within the informal spaces of townships, understanding who is in charge and how a 
person can live there with the blessing of neighbors can be stressful for recently arrived 
immigrants (Harber 2011).  Additionally, the lack of services provide challenges in Zimbabwean 
migrants’ new living environment, such as toilets with no outhouse building surrounding them 
(Rossouw and Dawes 2011), and electricity that is often patched together off the grid (as I 
observed when interviewing Zimbabwean friends in the township of Diepsloot).  Fires often 
sweep through informal settlements, destroying shacks and lives.  Living at the margins of the 
state and outside any economic centers, the township dwellers struggle for the biological 
necessities of shelter and food.  Agamben describes the production of the biopolitical body, or 
those with “bare life,” as “the original activity of sovereign power” of the state (1998:6).   
In the case of South Africa, all who live in the townships, devoid of most government 
services, are committed to bare life as the nation-state privileges property rights over human 
rights (Farouk 2013).  While the post-apartheid state sweeps aside poor people in protection of 
private land owners, those left to squat on municipal land must create rules of their own as 
informal settlement and township populations soar.  The rules include who can move to the 
community, and how justice is meted out (Buur 2005, Jensen 2005), as those citizens condemned 
to bare life also assert their control, only giving the state partial policing authority in these spaces 
(Steinberg 2008).   
                                                 
83 For case studies on particular townships, see Benit (2002); Harber (2011); Himlin et al. (n.d.) 
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Richard Pithouse (2012) theorizes that shack dweller-rights movements become sites of 
emancipatory politics in direct intellectual contrast to national and scholarly ways of knowing.84  
He emphasizes that critiques by those living a bare life expose the Emperor – whether a 
Communist or Democratic rhetoric of ruling – as wearing no clothes.85  The ANC’s promises of 
housing post-independence have fallen short, leaving many to struggle to find jobs as they are 
marginalized in less-than-ideal housing.  Despite sharing these poor living circumstances with 
South African township dwellers, many Zimbabwean sculptors give two reasons for leaving their 
families in their country of origin; education (both scholarly and cultural), and fear of crime.86 
 
Maintaining Links to Home 
 The Zimbabwean economic crisis that occurred during the first decade of the 21st century 
created such an exodus that accurate numbers of Zimbabwean migrants who live in South Africa 
can be hard to substantiate.  The reasons that immigrants come to the country have been 
extensively documented (Adepoju 2003, Burgsdorff 2012, Zeleza 2002), and the strength of 
social ties that often push first-generation émigrés to maintain symbolic links with their country 
                                                 
84 A broad range of scholars have examined alternative conceptions of learning and education (Gottlieb 2002, 2004), 
how different world views inform literature (Irele 2001), and the vast gulf of knowledge between Western and 
African feminist concerns (Mama 2005). 
 
85 Explorations of the foundations and perpetuations of state violence include Agamben (2005), Coronil and Skurski 
(2006), Foucault (1995), Foucault et al. (1991, 2007), Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2004). 
 
86 The fear of crime arises from the prevalence of vigilante violence that can be turned into a demonization of 
foreigners (Landau 2010).  In a society that has seen the the judicialization of  politics and hyper-capitalization of 
land (Comaroff and Comaroff 2006), the rising crime rates reflect how the desperation of those living a bare life 
leads to those with roots in the area to take advantage of those just arriving (cf. Rosas 2012). 
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of origin (cf. D’Alisera 1998, 2004) interact in complex ways with the back-and-forth migration 
of foreigners to a country, which creates complicated identities in these new environments.87 
 Although studies indicate a fragmenting of Zimbabwean solidarities while abroad (for the 
U.K., see Pasura 2009), the “push factors” for traveling internationally point to the necessity of 
going somewhere else for economic livelihood.  With remittances from relatives living abroad, 
arriving to an estimated 78% of the Zimbabwean rural population (Maphosa 2010:349), and 50% 
of the urban population (between 2005-06) (Bracking and Sachikonye 2010:328), the necessity 
of supporting families still at home explains the prevalence of Zimbabwean sculptors and 
vendors in South Africa.  Industries have arisen to support the migrants, and although banks and 
governments have been condemned for their capitalizing on this desperation (Burgsdorff 2012), 
other micro-businesses have filled the gap in providing affordable ways to maintain connections 
with home. 
In downtown Johannesburg, amongst the aging skyscrapers (see Images 14 and 15) the 
immigrant community comprises a wealth of entrepreneurs—from street traders to one of the 
largest clusters of internet cafés in the city (Bristow 2008:16-18).  One scholar who studied the 
businesses noted, “It is undeniable that the cafés are developed to service a community of foreign 
Africans and have managed to fulfill a critical gap in South African digital and online culture [by 
offering cheaper access than that found in the suburbs]” (Bristow 2008:17).  These locations also 
provide other services – such as secretarial services and C.V. creation – and are critical for 
                                                 
87 In addition to the links maintained at home, the process of emigrating can result in “chain-” or “serial-migration,” 
where immigrants’ family members and friends follow them to a new location due to the relative ease of already 
having a social network established (cf. Borges 2009, Tilly 2005, Yu 2008). 
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maintaining connections with business partners in the diaspora and family back at home (Hobbs 
and Bristow 2006).88 
The Internet provides a more immediate and cheaper way to plan trips, through sending 
messages to kith and kin.  Migrant remitters often rely on informal means of bringing cash home, 
and in the case of Zimbabwean sculptors, could mean sending it via other vendors, or traveling 
back with the money themselves (while collecting more sculpture to sell in South Africa).  
Personally delivering money can save up to 15% on fees, and when maintaining a household 
from outside the country, every bit saved can go toward food and investing in the future of a 
family through education.  Despite recent indicators that Zimbabwe’s education system is in dire 
straits (Chitiyo and Harmon 2009), it has been known for creating a well-educated, English-
speaking population (Lemon 1995)—both a boon and a curse, as many migrants traveled to other 
countries for greater opportunity during the economic crisis (McDonald et al. 2000, Tevera and 
Crush 2010).   
In spite of the recent lack of government support in education within Zimbabwe (Moyo 
2013), many of my informants explained that their families still maintained residence in that 
country so their children could attend school there (sometimes only the child – with a 
grandparent for support – in a Harare-based boarding school).  Some sculptors reported that the 
private schools in Zimbabwe were still quite good, and financially accessible to those living 
outside the country who could send remittances home.  However, education was not just for 
scholarly purposes, as many artists emphasized that their children would learn “respect” in 
Zimbabwean schools. 
                                                 
88 Although over half of the users of the Internet cafés are South Africans, most are owned by foreign African 
nationals (Bristow 2008)—highlighting the importance of preserving links to home, and the benefits that immigrant 
populations provide to locals and the economy.  
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According to many of my informants, the “respect” mentioned includes not just 
deference to elders, but also learning “hospitality,” something they said does not exist in South 
Africa.  Consistently, the sculptors said South Africans lacked a welcoming attitude towards 
immigrants, leading many Zimbabweans to quickly learn they are “foreigners” and the impetus is 
on them to fit in (Morreira 2010).  Some assimilate through romantic relationships or marriage 
with South African women (Sichone 2008), while others rely on the personal networks of 
sculptors and vendors.   
The sculptor mentioned above, Chamunorwa, who is working on the far end of the 
continent, talked about his eldest child (8 years old) attending school in Zimbabwe while living 
with grandparents, despite the rest of the family living in South Africa.  He said their child stays 
there “because the schools are better and it is dangerous here.”  As an example, he said “in South 
Africa a kid can bring a knife to school and threaten the teacher, but it doesn’t happen in 
Zimbabwe.  There the education is better because teachers care about more than just money.” 
And in a turn that highlighted the figurative border between those of different cultures and 
nationalities, he said, “the lack of responsibility results in people taking more handouts here in 
South Africa.” 
Chamunorwa was not the only Zimbabwean sculptor to critique South Africans as relying 
on handouts from the state.  This trope was nearly as prevalent as the stereotype that South 
Africa is extremely dangerous.  The fetishization of crime through its reportage (Comaroff and 
Comaroff 2004, 2006), the fact that much criminality occurs because of the huge gap between 
rich and poor, and the public debate around the statistics all belie the effects of lawlessness on 
social life in domestic settings.  The predilection for Zimbabweans to conflate crime, and 
government entitlements, to poor black South Africans creates an environment of belief which 
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calls for constant vigilance.  Ellen Moodie, in her book on El Salvador – a country often 
compared with South Africa in relation to independence-era crime – discusses how the stories 
people tell about crime create social facts that produce a shared (and thereby not-false) 
consciousness (2010:14).  The specter of crime exists for both South Africans and foreigners. 
However, from the perspective of migrant Zimbabwean sculptors living in South Africa’s 
townships, the nationalist rhetoric of the state (e.g. Johns 2011, Mtyala 2011) provides a further 
marginalizing within this environment.  Although South Africans sympathetic to the plight of 
immigrants exist (see Chapter 4), their distant location in more formal townships or city suburbs 
emphasizes the state’s control of populations and resources.  
 By studying how the state performs a fiction of power (Aretxaga 2003:399) through 
examining sneakers and the weighing of sculptures, we have seen how borderlands exert a belief 
in the state’s control, and how an object’s worth is renegotiated in the deterritorialized space of 
the border zone (Steiner 2001:209).  To sculptors traveling through these environments of state 
authority, the process of valuing their stone by weight commodifies and reinforces, in their mind, 
the idea that these objects can never attain much value.  The “social life of the object” may travel 
parallel to the social life of people, but as a sculptor travels through geocultural locations, his 
personal beliefs inevitably becomes modified—through reinforcing, or challenging, his primary 
socialization.  However, state power marginalizes both objects and people.  Neoliberal markets 
relegate most Zimbabwean artists to staying in townships, distancing them even further from 
lucrative fine art markets, as “bare life” foreigners.  Although currently at a low point for cultural 
capital on global art markets, Zimbabwean sculpture still provides and income for many 
people—despite having to travel across state border to access tourist markets. 
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Sculpture Traveling through History, Nation, and Loci of Power 
Originally sold as a Modernist art in the 1960s, Zimbabwean stone sculpture was 
displayed as an example that contradicted the racist colonial regime’s ideology that indigenous 
peoples’ cultures should be eradicated in the march of Western progress.  The primary patron 
and director of the colonial-era Rhodes National Gallery, Frank McEwen, provided a powerful 
affirmation of indigenous belief through encouragement of sculptors, but also patently false 
“cultural translations” of many artworks.  Discourse about Zimbabwean sculpture changed post-
independence as it became valorized as a “national” artwork, and the continuation of its “cultural 
heritage” led to the declining status of the sculpture movement within international art markets 
during the 1990s and 2000s.  The environments in which it was sold shaped the beliefs about its 
meaning, and the status of the artwork turned into one of “craft”—thereby drastically lessening 
its economic worth.  Within the transforming markets during the turn of the 21st century, with 
international art markets valuing the avant-garde artists that critique society, the stone sculpture 
lost its standing as a “fine art.” 
In addressing my first research question – What are the reasons that international art 
buyers now devalue Zimbabwean stone sculpture? – I have shown that the identity politics 
inherent in “Shona sculpture” created a paradox for the artists.  Although originally lauded 
within the 1960s colonial Modernist era as a celebration of indigenous identity, by the 1990s 
international art markets condemned the work as derivative, unlike the “unique” artworks made 
by Western artists.  Some Zimbabwean sculptors, such as Dominic Benhura and Tapfuma Gutsa, 
now produce singular artworks they are careful to distinguish as categorically different from the 
sculpture movement. 
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However, in answering my second research question – How do Zimbabwean artists react 
to the vicissitudes of international art markets? – it is important to note that because of the 
political economic crisis in Zimbabwe, many sculptors are forced to cross the border with South 
Africa to sell artwork to tourists.  Artists often leave their families in Zimbabwe, citing the better 
education found there, and the threat of violence in South Africa as reasons for migrating back 
and forth.  From the focused examination of their difficult lives in a foreign country, to the fact 
that a few sculptors have pushed past the categorical “Shona” / “Zimbabwean stone sculpture 
movement” to become successful international artists, this dissertation has been a measure of 
scale; from the scale of anonymous ethnic sculptors to the valorized unique “visions” of globally 
prosperous Zimbabwean artists.   
Mirroring Myers’ regimes of value – “one delineated in the art / commodity opposition, 
which we might refer to as a market framing, and the other delineated around ethnic and national 
identity” (2001:31) – the Zimbabwean stone sculpture movement provides a case study 
demonstrating how a specific art might change in value over time as global art “cultures” 
transform.  Historical processes that are both local and global highlight the “frictions” occurring 
(Tsing 2005) as gatekeepers assert authoritative knowledge within galleries and museums that 
scale downward to affect sculptors’ lives.  Compounded by Zimbabwean politics – a fight for 
farmland lying over the bedrock with which these artists make their living – sculptors negotiate 
the regimes of value instantiated in market framing and identity politics while also having to 
manage the challenges of being aesthetic migrant workers. 
 Similar to other ethnic arts movements around the world, both started in workshops and 
encouraged by wealthy patrons,89 Zimbabwean stone sculpture began as a Modernist fine art – as 
                                                 
89 As mentioned earlier in my dissertation, these include: Native American arts of the Southwest (Mullin 1995, 
2001); the Osogbo School in Nigeria (Beier 1988, Cosentino 1991, Probst 2004, 2011); the Makonde art of Eastern 
 164 
 
framed by European patrons – and has since fallen from the vaunted space of connoisseurial 
authentication.  As described in Chapter 1, gallery owners and museum curators within the fine 
art market value “avant-garde” artists, who purportedly “challenge the status quo.”   Chapter 2 
explained how the “Shona” sculpture movement both implicitly and explicitly contested colonial 
conceptions of “African” art in the 1970s.  Following the Modernist era of art worlds and the 
downfall of the Rhodesian government, in the 1980s and 1990s the expansion of markets 
allowed the sculptors easier access to buyers, but the continued emphasis on “culture” to market 
the artwork led to critiques by gatekeepers regarding its continued relevance (Zilberg 1995).  
Although focusing on the impacts of the patrons and gallery owners up to this point, in Chapter 3 
I turned to the post-independence era to show how the sculptors took advantage of opening 
markets—to their benefit, and perhaps the detriment of the “movement.” 
As many sculptors perpetuated McEwen’s selling of “culture,” other artists began to 
distance themselves from the “Shona sculpture” phenomenon.  I explored this theme further in 
Chapter 4, demonstrating that the processes of history and changing conceptions of what makes 
contemporary art authentic combined and led to the devaluing of Zimbabwean sculpture during 
the late 1990s and 2000s.  Both international art markets and politics within Zimbabwe and 
South Africa precipitated a change in perceptions of consumers.  Myers notes that “What needs 
to be recognized and explored further is the market, not as a separated domain but as a structure 
of symbolic transformation” (2001:59).  The transmutation of value over time emphasized 
international art collectors’ authentication of art with a political message—an implied value in 
Zimbabwean stone sculpture that was lost post-independence, and only explored by a few artists 
within new socio-political contexts. 
                                                                                                                                                             
Africa (Fouquer 1972, Hirsch 1993, Korn 1974, Stout 1966, West and Sharpes 2002); the École de Dakar in Senegal 
(Harney 2004); and the aboriginal arts movement in Australia (Myers 2001, 2002).  
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Despite this dissertation’s focus on the changing politics of value surrounding 
Zimbabwean sculpture, as outlined in this chapter, explicit political messages should also be 
examined—especially in relation to artists who have successfully transitioned beyond the 
sculpture movement.  My research points to the current apolitical nature of the sculpture as one 
reason that many artists find themselves struggling to live a “bare life” in South Africa.  Drawing 
from Myer’s “regimes of value,” I have focused on the art/commodity opposition with extensive 
discussion surrounding ethnic identity.  Despite my emphasis, future exploration of the second 
regime of value should concentrate on the nation and nuances of art that threatens the status 
quo—especially how the state reacts.  Both the Zimbabwean and South African government have 
brought resources of the state to bear against certain artists’ critiques.  What interplay between 
history, artistic authoritative knowledge, and cultural predilection leverages these artistic 
productions above those artworks by struggling Zimbabwean stone sculptors? 
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APPENDIX A: LIST OF ACRONYMS 
 
ANC  African National Congress (South African independence party) 
 
GPA Global Political Agreement (Signed between ZANU-PF and the opposition party 
MDC following the contested 2008 Zimbabwean elections) 
 
MDC  Movement for Democratic Change (Opposition party in Zimbabwe) 
 
RDP  Reconstruction and Development Programme (South African government agency 
responsible for building new homes for township dwellers) 
 
SAPA  South African Press Association 
 
UDI  Unilateral Declaration of Independence (from Britain) 
 
ZANU-PF Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (Zimbabwean independence 
party) 
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APPENDIX B: FIGURES 
(All photos by Lance Larkin unless otherwise noted) 
 
 
Figure 1 Sure Tawasika. Beggar. 2001. Photo taken at Tengenenge. 
 
 
 
Figure 2 The front of the Serima Mission. 2001.  
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Figure 3 A detail of the Serima Mission with a carved cross flanked by painted figures (2001).  
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Figure 4 Note the Queen of Sheba superimposed over the for Great Zimbabwe ruins in this Rhodesian advertisement, and the 
stone bird on plinth that was found in the ruins to the right (Frederikse 1990:10). 
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Figure 5 The village stone sculptors’ cooperative Tengenenge, 2001.  
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Figure 6 David Bangura. Family of Spirits, 2001. Tengenenge. 
 213 
 
 
 
Figure 7 Sculpture stand from the street. “Can’t say that these sculptures are enough. Must keep going.” Photo by Ngoni 
Chandigwa (2001). Harare. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 8 Along these shelves are a variety of smaller sculptures that tourists can easily take home in their luggage. In the 
foreground are “flow” family sculptures, and along the back of the upper shelf are realistic giraffes (2011). 
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Figure 9 Open display area for highlighting different sculptors, Tengenenge. The museum is in the background (2011). 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 10 Street-side sculpture stand (2011). 
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Figure 11 Figures in the style of Colleen Madomombe, Cape Town (2011) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 12 Abstract sculpture from Tengenenge. St. 
Bynos. Building of Art, 2001.  
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Figure 13 Realistic giraffe sculpture from Tengenenge. Elijah Katenhe. Untitled. 2001.  
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Figure14 One of the many avenues through the Rosebank Mall, Johannesburg (2011). 
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Figure 15 The Rosebank African Market located at one corner of the mall (2011). 
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Figure 16 Unknown sculptor and title ($643), at Rosebank Mall open-air market (2011). 
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Figure 17 This upscale gallery located inside the Rosebank Mall, Johannesburg, includes plenty of space for the artwork and 
careful lighting – with most ambient light coming from under the free-hanging walls (2011). 
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Figure 18 A rough, unfinished, and unpolished two foot-tall sculpture at Cape Point Farm. Unknown artist and untitled (2011). 
 222 
 
 
 
Figure 19 Finished realistic – often considered “tourist” – sculpture. Pen on stand is included for size; note how the finishers 
polished some of the sculpture, but left the hair rough and unwaxed. Unknown artist and untitled (2011). 
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Figure 20 Although this is not the piece that Ulrich claimed was being made by Bernard Matemera’s finishers, this illustrates a 
smaller piece in the sculptor’s consistent style. “Sitting Bushman,” 2001.  
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Figure 21 “Family flow” figure approximately two inches tall. Unknown sculptor and “untitled, 2008. Photo taken in Tanzania. 
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Figure 22 Large realistic animals, like the giraffes, the “flow family” sculpture to the left, and the flow-style “thinker” to the 
right are all examples of stereotypical “tourist” sculptures created for garden display. Cape Point Farm (2011) 
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Figure 23 Dominic Benhura. Untitled, 2001 at African Curiosity, Cape Town (2011 estimate by dealer).  
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Figure 24 An example of political sculpture from 2001. Drawing of the sculpture by Lance Larkin. For the safety of the artist I 
will not disclose the location or sculptor’s name. 
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Figure 25 A nationalist sculpture from Tengenenge. Bishop Chimhapa “Zimbabwe Bird,” 2001.  
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Figure 26 Rebecca Belmore. “Fringe,” Photo 2008. Reproduced from Russell 2012 
 
 
 
 
Figure 27 Cape Point Farm, looking from the road (2011). 
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Figure 28 Cape Point Farm – a series of well-tended paths, pedestals, and many sculptures (2011) 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 29 Bryanston Market, Johannesburg, at the busy intersection, showing the difficulty of getting there (2011) 
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Figure 30 The Bryanston Market is not easily accessible by foot (2011). 
 
 
 
 
Figure 31 Cape Town looking towards Table Mountain from the V & A Waterfront showing the upscale tourist setting (2011). 
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Figure 32 African Trading Port on the V & A Waterfront (2011). 
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Figure 33 Sculpture by Dominic Benhura. “Mama and Boy,” 2011. The pen is for measurement purposes.  
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Figure 34 Unlabeled sculpture purportedly carved by Dominic Benhura. The pen is included for size (2011). 
 
 
 
 
Figure 35 The back of Benhura’s “Mama and Boy,” with signature (2011). 
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Figure 36 At the end of the continent, Cape Point Market consists of informal stalls just off a narrow road (2011). 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 37 Behind this sculptor’s stand are the low ramshackle structures that hold the vendors wares at night – or to protect the 
sculptors from baboons (2011). 
 
